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ORAL HISTORY @50 Introduction 2

Oral History journal:
Introduction to OHJ@50

This year, 2019, Oral History
celebrates its 50th anniversary,
making it the oldest oral history
journal in the world. Established in
December 1969 at a meeting at the
British Institute of Recorded Sound
(later to become the British Library
Sound Archive), the journal started
out as a news-sheet, published by
Paul Thompson in the Department of
Sociology at the University of Essex.
Founding members included Theo
Barker (University of Kent), George
Ewart Evans, Stanley Ellis
(University of Leeds), Brian
Harrison (Corpus Christi College,
Oxford) and Raphael Samuel
(Ruskin College, Oxford). Its aim
was to ‘bring together some of those
scholars known to the organisers to
be using the interview method in
social and political history, and to
discover whether any further liaison
would be valuable’.*

Since 1969, Oral History has
published articles reflecting the
changing topics, debates, and
practices of oral historians in Britain
and around the world. To mark its
50th anniversary, Oral History is
republishing twenty-four articles to
celebrate and revisit some of the most
memorable, influential, and ground-
breaking contributions that made it
into its pages over the period,
particularly those articles that aren’t
already readily available through
other anthologies and readers. These
articles were nominated and selected
by readers of Oral History and

members of the journal’s current
editorial group. The articles in this
issue not only reflect some of the
most important work published in
the journal, but collectively, they
reflect the various trajectories and
trends in oral history research, theory
and practice over the last fifty years,
and as such, stand as testament to the
diverse, evolving and inspiring nature
of oral history. Each article has a
foreword, from the author or
someone invited to represent them,
which comments on the article’s
origins and influences, and including
their thoughts and reflections.?

The emergence of oral history in
Britain in the 1960s and 1970s,
including the founding Oral History in
1969 and the establishment of the
Oral History Society in 1973, had
many varied ingredients and
influences, from local history,
anthropology, sociology and folklore
studies, to the History Workshop
Movement and the Women’s
Liberation Movement and always
coupled with an accessible interview
method and sense of a social and
political purpose on the part of its
practitioners. Early articles in Oral
History indicate concern about how
to collect, interpret and use oral
history testimony as an historical
source, and if and how to make
comparisons and contrasts with
printed and published historical
sources, notably interview technique,
interview questions, and
transcription. Yet oral historians were

not uncritical about the testimony
interviewees gave, and the early
issues of the journal were strongly
concerned with questions about the
character of this newly developing
methodology and practice.

Raphael Samuel’s ‘Perils of the
Transcript’ (1972) draws attention to
the potential distortion of
transcribing a spoken dialogue and
implored oral historians not to
impose their own order on the speech
of their interviews, advocating the
importance of archiving recordings
for future use. In ‘Problems of
Method in Oral History’ (1972),
Paul Thompson addresses issues of
accuracy and reliability in oral history
testimony. He reminds those both
supportive and critical of oral history
that whilst accuracy was an issue, it
was not something limited to oral
sources, but present in all historical
sources. Further, he noted that oral
history’s apparent biases and
unreliability could be its greatest
strength: ‘We should never dismiss
information because we know that it
is not literally accurate. The problem
is how to interpret it’. George Ewart
Evans, in his article, ‘Approaches to
Interviewing’ (1972) emphasises that
interview should be focussed on the
interviewee, rather than the method;
that is, unhurried, relaxed, and
welcoming of tangents, informed by
a belief that there is value in talking to
older people, both in the immediate
social relationship and for the
purposes of the historical record.









reaffirms a commitment to giving
voice to marginalised groups and to
using interviews as a way of lending
legitimacy and authority to their
understandings. Yet it also poses new
ways of thinking about the role of
emotions in oral history, showing
how they are constituted in specific
cultural and historical circumstances;
in this case, how care and love were
critically described and reflected upon
by care leavers in forging their own
subjective experiences and identities.
Finally, Sean Field’s ‘Shooting at
Shadows’ (2013) explores
intersubjectivity from a moving and
personal perspective, as he discusses
why he was never able to get his father
to consent to an oral history interview
about his experiences in World War
Two. By piecing together fragments
of stories, Field recognised his
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father’s feelings of failure, shame,
trauma, and fear of disbelief which
overrode Field’s pleas to his father to
be interviewed. As a result, Field
suggests that oral historians to think
differently about the definition and
format of the interview.

And so, what might the next fifty
years hold for oral history, and for
Oral History? The early practitioners
of the craft surely could not have
foreseen the many ways in which oral
history practice has evolved since
1969, nor could they have envisaged
the mainstream respectability it now
enjoys in many fields of study. But it
seems safe to assume that oral history
will continue to be powerfully shaped
by the emergence of new intellectual
currents, alongside broader political
and societal developments. At the
same time, however, these changes

will be mediated and made
meaningful only by a set of flexible
yet enduring practices that have
come to represent the very core of the
oral history craft, grounded above all
in that most social of research
practices: the oral history interview.
This collection of articles is testament
to both the staying power and
innovative potential of oral history.
Fiona Cosson

June 2019

NOTES

1. “Conference on 13 December 1969 at
the British Institute of Recorded Sound,”
Oral History no 1 (1972), pp 1-3.

2. Many thanks to Heather Norris Nicholson,
Kate Melvin, Sean O’Connell, and Rob Perks
for their work in putting this issue together
and thank you to authors who revisited and
commented on their articles.
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particularly him saying, ‘“You have to listen to people. You
don’t interrupt. You must give them space.” Those kind of
key lessons. That came from him at that stage. [...]

Rob: [...] And where had he got that from? From folklore
practice...

Paul: I think so, yes.

Rob: ...going back, what, how far? | mean when was...
Paul: Well, going back to Sweden and Scotland [...]

Rob: This is the School of Scottish Studies?

Paul: Yes. Yes.

Rob: Yes, Edinburgh University.

Paul: [...] Well and | never tried in Dublin, with their
archive. [...]

Joanna: Because you've got Stanley Ellis (senior lecturer
and dialectologist University of Leeds — eds) and dialect
studies in...

Paul: He was there, yes.

Joanna: And also John Saville (Professor of Economic
History, University of Hull — eds) from the labour history
side of things. So it was quite a broad-ranging network.
Paul: Yes. So you might say there was a northern network,
with John, who was doing a different kind of thing. He was
doing a focus... He used documents, and really almost a
legal kind of cross-questioning of people. Very intense. But
the other person right at the beginning was John, from
Lancaster. John Marshall (historian and lecturer at
Lancaster University — eds), who, later Elizabeth Roberts
was there (oral historian of the North West Lancashire work-
ing class at Lancaster University — eds]. But they were
doing... He was doing good work | think, and he had more,
he had some understanding I would say of how to do it. But
he was essentially a regional historian.

[.]

Paul: We haven’t... Can I just say about Raphael? Because
he was there too. Raphael Samuel (Marxist historian,
lecturer at Ruskin College, Oxford — eds). [...] Well he, |
think, he was probably still working on that famous book on
the guy in the East End who was partly a crook and, and so
on (East End Underworld: Chapters in the Life of Arthur Hard-
ing, 1981 — eds). [...] And it raises all these interesting
questions of memory, which Raphael was already thinking
about actually. [...] And, and also, of course, [..] his attitude
to transcription was very far seeing actually. He was the first
person to really say loudly, well, a transcription is another
type of document; it’s not the audio, it doesn’t literally have
the audio words in it, you know. His presence in the seven-
ties was very very powerful. He was really into oral history.
And, he asked for this campaign committee, that you were
involved in it seems.

Joanna: Yes.

Paul: [laughs] I didn’t remember that. But | mean this is a
very kind of CP (Communist Party — eds) type thing you
know, campaigning on a specific issue, approaching all the
local libraries, trying to get them to subscribe, and, and so
on. And we met, pretty often I think, maybe every month or
two, for, | would guess, | would guess about three years or
so it went on actively.

Rob: Can we jump back a bit? Because we’ve talked about
this first meeting at the BIRS in 1969, from which this first
sort of, publication emerged. So can you say a bit more

about this as the origins of the journal?

Paul: Yes. Well this, this was intended simply as a kind of
message to the people who had come, and anyone else who
was interested, what we talked about. So it’s essentially, you
know, it’s like minutes of a meeting, but more, more detailed
really than most minutes. And, in terms of the way it was
produced, well, this was the era of cyclostyling, so we had
this cyclostyle machine at Essex. And, we didn’t have to pay
in those days for secretarial help, and Mary Girling, who
was the department secretary, actually just typed it out. But
I would say about Mary, | mean she’s not interested really
in academic things, never has been actually, but she was
sympathetic to oral history, and she did become the treasurer
after a crisis about two or three years later. So, she was for
a while I think combining typing the journal and acting as
treasurer. How she managed to be treasurer, | find very hard
to understand. [...] But she managed to run the department,
I think from sheer force of character in many ways, and
combine it actually with doing a bit of sales of her own eggs
and vegetables, you know. So she would come into the office
with the, [laughs] the eggs and so on for sale. And also, she’s
internationally known as a breeder of deerhounds, and she’s
many times gone to America for instance to be a judge and
so on. And if one of these enormous dogs was sick, [laughs]
he used to be brought into the department. So you would
come in and see a dog almost as tall as yourself in the depart-
ment. So the journal was being produced in a very strange
context.

Rob: And, it’s in foolscap rather than A4.

Paul: Yes. That’s right, first we had foolscap.

Rob: I mean, what was the reason for that?

Paul: Well I guess we had foolscap paper around.

Joanna: There wasn’t anything else. [...]

Rob: So this was the standard size? [...] How many copies
of this were circulated?

Paul: I don’t know. One would have to see the list. Presum-
ably... Well you've got the archive, haven’t you, here, I think.
[--]

Joanna: Maybe. But, maybe it was only fifty. | have a feel-
ing... Would you say fifty to 100?

Paul: Fifty. Even less for the first number maybe. [...]
Joanna: [...] But it was really just an information sheet,
wasn't it, for people who were interested in oral history, at
that point.

Paul: Yes. Well that’s right.

Joanna: | mean, | don’t think, there’s nothing you would,
could possibly look like, say was an article.

Paul: No no, definitely not. What was important in this first
one, and one we’ve continued ever since, is the information
about other people’s work. You know, there’s, ‘Current
British Work in Oral History’ you see.

Joanna: Still got that same section in.

Paul: Exactly, yes.

Rob: Same title.

[-]

Rob: And where was that information gathered from in that
first edition?

Paul: Well people were writing in to us. Very often we just
didn’t know about them. We wrote to people we had heard
about, asking them to describe what they were doing.
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anyway, | thought he might support the idea of a centre, and
he refused. He said, “You should just have a course, and have
students. That would bring in the same amount of money,
and that would be OK.” So that was one reason why we
started. And then, you're right, that had a transforming effect
on what I was doing actually. You have to think it all through
in a different way, you know, have book lists and things like
that. [laughs]

Joanna: And also, something like that is putting oral history
out, on the map, in a way, isn’t it?

Paul: Yes. Yes.

Rob: Indeed. And I notice that this number two is distributed
by British Institute of Recorded Sound.

Paul: Is it? Oh good. Yes.

Rob: So, so what does that mean? Does that mean that the
BIRS produced it, or...?

Paul: [...] Well it means that we would have got it typed on
cyclostyle equipment, however you do it, at Essex, and then
they would have posted it out. Where the copies were
printed, I don’t know. | think they were more likely to have
been printed at Essex, and one took the stuff down to be
distributed, but I don’t know, I'm just
guessing.

Rob: So why, what was that, what...
Was that an offer from the then
director or something...

Paul: Yes. Yes, that’s right.

Rob: ...just to be helpful?

Paul: Yes, that’s right. Yes.

[]

Rob: So how long did that quite, obvi-
ously quite close relationship carry on
with BIRS then, connected to the jour-
nal?

Paul: That’s a very good question. We
ought to... I mean we possibly could
find out from some later issues.

[..]

Rob: Well shall we have a look at
Volume 3 Number 2, which is the
‘Family History’ issue. | notice it is now
calling itself The Journal of the Oral
History Society, which suggests this, 1
mean this is autumn 1975, and as we

know, the society was formally constituted in 1973. So,
when the society was formally constituted, was that the point
that it changed its name to what it is now?

Paul: I think so. Mm.

Rob: And is this the first special issue?

Paul: Yeah, | think that’s true, yes.

Rob: What can you remember about that?

Paul: Well, because a group of us were very excited about
the whole idea of family, using oral history with family
history. Because it was an obvious area where oral history
could give you information that weren’t in the conventional
archives. And, if you look at this list, there’s, the first one is,
Thea has become Vigne by that point, because she split up
from me that year, or I split up from her [laughs], which
way you look at it. But she was very into that, and writing,
you know, she was writing interesting things.

Joanna: And she is editing, she is actually editing this issue.
Paul: Yes. Yes. Although we did it together actually, but she
definitely, it was one of her things. And she later... You
know, there was a man we recorded in Great Bentley, a
village next to Essex (University of Essex — eds), who
became a family friend, but she went on and on recording
this amazing man whose father had been a farmworker, and
he was like, a mixture of a farmworker and a gardener. And
he had an infinite number of stories, and we’d never... You
know, this was a revelation to us. So we produced a kind
of transcript about 150 pages long. We applied for money
from the Research Council, [laughs] and we were able to
send them the whole transcript. Of course you could never
do that now. And that was because they had just been set
up, and they hadn’t got these stricter rules. Michael Young
(Lord Young of Dartington: Educator, author, academic,
policy maker, political activist d 2002 — eds) was the key
person | think behind setting it up, and was the first direc-
tor, I think I’'m right in that. Wouldn’t that be *72 that he...?
| think that’s it. Anyway, you know, they were looking for
applicants too, and I, that, this is, certainly ’72, because, |
was a Fellow for a year at Nuffield, and,
| remember the warden saying to me, he
received this thing, and he was very
pleased, because, they didn’t have
enough good applications. So, we
applied to do this national study, with,
actually originally 600 people. Well we
never managed to do that. It got down
to about 450 in the end. But, I think it
was such a lucky moment in that way
that we could get that money, no
young academic now could just waltz
in with a new method of doing history
or sociology, and get a big grant. It’s
just, totally impossible now.
Joanna: And that was The Edwar-
dians.
Paul: Yes, and Thea supervised all
the fieldwork there, and took an
incredible amount of detailed trou-
ble. She was ringing up the
interviewers, listening to their inter-
views, ringing them up, commenting on exactly how they
did things and how it could be better and so on. | mean she
was brilliant in that way. Well then there’s Elizabeth
Roberts, whose work | think is very very high quality early
oral history, very good interviews, excellent, interesting
interpretation. Then this little article I did, ‘The War with
Adults’, was | guess partly inspired by Steve Humphries
actually. [laughs] But it drew on, | think, the material from
The Edwardians. And then... Now Derek Thompson,
‘Courtship and Marriage in Preston’. [...] And then
Stephen Caunce, who was more a folklore person. Do you
remember him at all? [...] East Riding horsemen I think it
was. Yeah. And, and then there’s finally Di Gittins, who was
at Essex, doing a PhD, not with me but with Leonore
Davidoff (feminist historian and sociologist, d 2014 — eds),
and, well she was a brilliantly imaginative person, well she
still is and... Because she, she used a combination of statis-
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Rob: But are you, two of you here, as the key editors, are
you still soliciting content for this? | mean, are all these arti-
cles, that you are approaching people saying, . Isabelle
Bertaux-Wiame for instance, are you saying, you know,
‘Isabelle, will you write an article for the journal?’, or is she
approaching you? | mean how, how is that...

Paul: | approached her. Well I knew her. [laughs]

Rob: So you... It was just a question of you as editors reach-
ing out, and, people would say yes or no?

Paul: Yes, so | mean that was introducing French material,
which came... Well originally what happened was that
Daniel and Isabelle, Daniel Bertaux and Isabelle Bertaux-
Wiame , they came to visit us in Colchester. And we
realised they were doing very similar work in France, really
sort of good work. But it’s not... Although some of it’s
about communities, it’s not community projects in the
sense that we mean. It’s, that is definitely academic actu-
ally.

Joanna: | notice that we, in the editorial, which presumably
you wrote, Paul, it says, ‘Welcome to the first number of
Oral History,” | don’t know why it said, put it like that, ‘new
style,” right? “We hope readers will find it more attractive
and more useful than our first series.” Inviting contributions.
And actually, this time, demonstrating the international
reach of oral history and the journal, the authors come from
France, Germany and the United States.

Rob: So, this suggests a new international presence in the
journal. What had that come out of?

Joanna: Well Ron, Ron Grele’s...

Rob: Yes, Ron Grele is in this issue as well.

Paul: Well this is... Yes, 1979. That was the international
conference, which was about to happen | think at that point.
[.]

Rob: Can you two talk a bit about your relationship as
editors at this time then? | mean how did you work
together?

Paul: The relationship was ever improving, wasn’t it?
[laughter]

Joanna: Well...

Rob: How did you work together?

Joanna: | don’t know. You would send... | mean | can only
say this because I've been looking at the archives recently.
And | was surprised to see letters by me commenting on
articles. | had quite detailed comments.

Paul: Oh absolutely.

Joanna: | hadn’t realised | was doing that so early.

Paul: No, you always did that.

Joanna: So | guess we were passing articles between us.
And occasionally one of us would take the lead with a
contributor. Though | wouldn’t have done it with that issue,
because those are all people you knew from the international
movement that | didn’t know.

Paul: Yes. And we had to translate these, a lot of these.
Because | usually did that.

Joanna: Oh you would do that. I didn’t have that, | don’t
do...

Paul: You know, ones sent in Spanish, or French, or Italian
and so on.

Rob: And who was typing stuff? I mean you couldn’t use
word processors in those days. So things were typed; things

were coming in, and, you were writing on them? | mean
how, explain how it worked.

Paul: Probably writing on them weren’t we?

Joanna: Yeah. We must have asked people to supply a clean
copy once we had actually got them to accept amendments
and things. | was going to say, there must have a house style,
you know. | mean we’ve always had the same style of foot-
notes, haven’t we, from the start?

Paul: Yes, that was an absolutely pain. And of course it still
always is.

Joanna: Well it’s a history style rather than a social science
style isn't it.

[-]

Paul: But getting people to write to the same style is always,
takes a lot of time, and, nobody notices of course actually.
[laughs] If you've got it right, they don’t notice.

Joanna: | just notice, in this issue there is actually a page
printed twice.

Paul: Oh. [laughs]

Joanna: Two Westphalian fiddlers[?].

Rob: Oh it wouldn’t happen now. [laughter]

Paul: No, absolutely.

[--]

Sean: Can | ask a question? Because | was involved a few
years ago with the setting up of Cultural and Social History,
and | remember there were a few sleepless nights when you
wondered whether you’d have enough articles that would
be there for the first issue, or for one of the first issues. Was
there ever a period in these days, pre-REF (Research Excel-
lent Framework — eds), when everyone was consciously
churning things out, whether you sat there and you thought,
is there going to be enough material for, for an issue that’s
coming out in the next six months or the next twelve
months?

Joanna: | don’t remember that. We might have solicited, we
might have gone to people because we had thought they had
something interesting to say. But | don’t remember...

Paul: Well if there was a conference which didn’t bring in
much good material, then we would be in trouble, wouldn’t
we?

Joanna: | suppose so.

Paul: But you tend not to remember the worst issues.
[laughs]

Joanna: Well | can... | mean, that would be the... That was
the most troubled one. Well the troubled conference. But it
did actually produce some articles.

Rob: Well shall we talk about this? Because I think this is, it
seems to me, another turning point. This is Volume 8
Number 1, and the subject is ‘Oral History and Black
History’. Paul is editor, yourself, Joanna, is deputy editor,
treasurer Mary Girling. And then we have Mary Chamber-
lain now appearing as reviews editor. But, it sounds like
there’s a bit of history to this issue and the conference. Do
the two of you want to just, talk us through that a bit? Partic-
ularly in regard to the journal.

[--]

Paul: Why not? Well, | think, it was clear, had been clear
for quite a long time | would assume, that Black history
would be an area where oral evidence was particularly
important, because of the neglect of documentary evidence
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1980. And Faith, from the University of Ulster, was bringing
out her, we supported her, and Help the Aged, which | had
left by then, in producing her, her slide show. And she was
writing a lot more then about the importance of reminis-
cence in older people’s lives. Andy Hill, 1 don’t remember.
And then, you'’ve got an interview there that was transcribed.
Something we tried, but we’ve never done that...

Paul: Who was the interviewee?

Joanna: ‘The Making of a British Asian’, ‘You're Different:
You're one of Us’, an interview by Rob Perks.

[]

Rob: {...] We were quite keen, weren’t we, on different
formats of publication, so it wasn’t just... I don’t know who,
who came up with that idea of having an interview | did a
couple of them early on. | did another one with a printmaker
or something didn’t I, | seem to remember.

[]

Joanna: | think we’ve thought about doing it now and again,
just to show an interview in a sense.

[]

Rob: I mean we have had times when we’ve been short of
copy. But, my memory was that we’ve generally had enough.
We’ve never missed an issue for lack of copy, have we,
really? [...] | mean it has expanded, you know, year on
year... | mean 128 pages is our sort of maximum now for
financial reasons, but, for a long time it was, it was around
100 wasn’t it, actually.

[-]

Sean: So what was your feedback to the images then
appearing? Did you get positive feedback?

Rob: I mean when we used to go to conferences and have
back issues out for sale, I mean that just jumped out at that
time, because it was such a startling image. And | was always
keen to try and have more images with the articles where we
could. Because | think it differentiated us from many other
academic articles. And | could never understand why it
wasn’t possible for academics to have illustrations with their
pieces. But there was still a sense, then, still now to some
degree, in which academics don’t think visually. Do you
think that’s still, do you think that’s true now Sean?

Sean: Oh | mean definitely. I mean the majority of journals...
It’s quite difficult to find a journal that will accept illustrations,
you know. Particularly, you know, we’re in the twenty-first
century, and some of them are still saying, ‘We don’t do
colour illustrations,” or, ‘We don’t do illustrations at all,” you
know. Which does seem bizarre. And some of, even when a
lot of the stuff’s being read online now, so, they’re not even
having to go through the production costs in that respect of
printing lots of colour illustrations or whatever.

Rob: I mean we have had exceptions haven’t we? We’ve had
June Freeman (Cultural history and domestic violence
researcher and author — eds), who guest-edited the 'Crafts
issue’, and | remember her being very enthusiastic about
having images, because, for obviously reasons. So we did a
colour four-page spread, didn’t we, of colour images. Which
was about, | think that was the only time we ever included
colour images. It cost us a lot of money, | seem to remember,
at the time.

Joanna: | thought she raised a bit of money for that.

[.]

Rob: And we have gone increasingly over to colour covers
of course, which, you know, I still think look great if you
can get the image and, and pay the permissions fee and so
on.

Joanna: And partly it’s to do with quality, isn’t it? Because,
I mean if you look in this one, some of these are archive
images, and they’re not great. But you kind of accept that
because, they’re historical objects aren’t they?

Paul: Yes, | think so.

Joanna: But then, one other step forward | can’t quite place
in time is, when did we start working with a designer?
Because the designer now is very fussy about the quality of
the images.

Rob: Yes. Well I mean, | thought at that time when | was
going across to see all these, these chaps in Manchester,
there didn’t seem to me to be any design; they just literally
laid it out. I mean there was no design element as such, was
there?

[-]

Rob: I’'m just going to grab the next couple of issues, because
they do indicate the next move I think in terms of design,
which is when Andy Smith gets involved. And that’s 1999.
So Andy Smith comes on board as a designer, and... [...]
This is the first issue that he worked on, which is spring of
’99, on Migration. So he developed a new logo, and a
completely new look for the journal. Which 1 think just, it
just seemed to step up into a different sort of realm somehow,
in terms of appearance and quality and... And | can’t remem-
ber who was printing it at this time. [...] So we found Andy
Smith through the British Library. Because he was working
as a freelancer for the British Library’s Design Office, and
we thought we needed to improve the design. So we
approached him, as a freelancer, and he took it on really, and
he’s remained our designer ever since. And what we see here
I think with this issue is, it looks even closer, doesn’t it, to, to
what we, what we see now. | mean we’ve tweaked the design
a few times since, but...

Paul: Mm. Yeah. No, it’s good. Good.

Rob: And | think the, the new banner headline, a lot more
images, a lot more attention | think to the quality of the, of
the printing and so on.

Joanna: White space, he’s very keen on white space isn’t
he?

Rob: Yes, giving, allow it to breathe a bit really. But also
having three columns for the news, two columns for the arti-
cle. So you're visually... You know, | don’t think any of us
were really aware of those sort of visual changes, were they?
And | think he did bring a really fresh look to it. How do
you think we thought about the content, Joanna, during this
period?

Joanna: Well [...] we’d give a title to something and then
say it was a theme, but as it happens, this one is mostly on
migration. So, maybe we were working deliberately on a
theme for this one. | mean, just looking at the people, a lot of
those people we knew because we were working with them:
Alistair Thomson (later Professor of History, Monash
University — eds), Sheena Rolph (then Senior Research
Fellow in the oral historian of learning disability, Open
University — eds), Michelle Winslow (University Teacher in
Adult Palliative and End of Life Care, University of Sheffield
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aware that memories
did not have to be true
to be significant — which
was by the late 1970s
to become the next key
issue for oral history. So

this article represents a

For all of us, the feel of
the conference was of
explorers afoot in a new
world. As Jim Dyos

| want to look at the problem of using interviews in
constructing social history and to concentrate on the prin-
ciples at issue. The question with which I am most
concerned is the nature of this kind of evidence and how
we should compare it with the other sorts of evidence that
we use as social historians or as sociologists. Moreover |
want to start this discussion with the assumption that the
interview is not the only method that we are using. It is one
of many methods, and indeed, when the interview is
compared with the other sources which historians have used
in the past, it turns out that its problems are in fact not
dissimilar. Let us look briefly at some examples. Newspa-
pers are one of the commonest quarries for historical
evidence, and although all historians would probably recog-
nise that newspapers now are not to be taken at face-value,
it does seem that in using them for reconstructing the past,
we do not in practice use the same kind of caution. The
truth is that it is rarely possible to unravel the possible
sources of distortion in old newspapers. We may know who
the owner was and what his biases were, but we scarcely
ever know who wrote a particular piece and whether he
shared the bias of the owner. It would be quite easy to write
a very scathing attack on the inaccuracy of newspapers as
historical sources, showing their discrepancies and inaccu-
racies.*

A second major source is correspondence, and here
many people feel they are near the heart of things. It is
important, however, to recognise that, although correspon-
dence has the advantage of being contemporary, it is intrin-
sically the same kind of material as an interview. It is liable
to the same kinds of bias. In fact, it is possible that it is
liable to an exaggerated bias, because in an interview a
good interviewer tries to become as neutral as possible, but
very little correspondence is written to a neutral recipient.
Again, in using letters | do not think we always consider
seriously enough how much the writer is shaping what he
is saying to meet the particular recipient, whether it is a
political enemy or a political friend, or a lover or perhaps
a tax inspector. Clearly in each case a very different letter
will be written, even although some of the same facts might
be mentioned.

Then a third kind of material is autobiography. This of
course is much closer to the life-history interviews which
we are using. It has the disadvantage by contrast, however,
that it cannot be confidential and that its content is defi-
nitely selected with the eye of a reading public in mind. It
only covers what the writer thinks is going to be interesting
and dramatic and is going to make a story, and it excludes
everything which the writer thinks is possibly a little
discreditable to him. It seems to me quite clear that a life-

step in a learning process.

summed up at the end,
‘we have landed on the
iceberg, but at least we
know we are on the
iceberg and not on solid
land’.

Paul Thompson,
Founder of the Oral
History Society and
Journal, and of
National Life Stories
at the British Library

history interview has enormous advantages over this partic-
ular form, because you can ensure some kind of confiden-
tiality and you can guide the respondent towards a wider
coverage and towards what you are particularly interested
in, whether or not you use a very strict form of questioning.
But nevertheless, it does seen to me that many historians
feel much happier with a printed autobiography, just
because it is printed, rather than something which is on
tape. We have been able to compare in a few cases the kind
of material that you get from an autobiography, with what
you get from a tape, because some of the people that we
have interviewed have written down autobiographies,
although they have not usually published them. This
comparison is interesting. In life-stories, particularly in the
written form, you often find generalisations which, when
you follow with more detailed questions, turn out to be
misleading. For example, you may be given a comment like.
“We were all good neighbours then”, but if you ask ques-
tions in an interview about precisely what help was
received, you may find that it was rather slight and the
whole picture of neighbouring changes a great deal. There
is another point which complicates comparison between a
written autobiography and a tape recording. When you
switch off the tape recorder, there may be a third kind of
contact because you may be told things that the respondent
does not want either written or on a tape, which are espe-
cially confidential, but which they are prepared to tell you
‘off the cuff’ at the end, | think we should aim to collect all
these different kinds of material.

Returning now to historians’ sources, | would like to
emphasise that Royal Commissions, which we use a great
deal, are principally interviews. They are contemporary
interviews and again subject to the same kind of bias. But
we do not usually look at them in that way. If you turn to
statistics again it seems to me important to point out that
statistics are not so different from the kind of material that
you get in these human exchanges. Things like statistics
rarely record pure physical facts. For example, housing
statistics are based on social definitions, on what is over-
crowding or what is a room, whether a scullery is a room
or whether a room divided by sack cloth is two rooms or
one. This sort of distinction is based on social perception,
not a physical fact. In the presentation of statistics this is
concealed but nevertheless what we are getting is aggre-
gated social definitions very much like those that we get in
detail in an interview. This is equally true of official records
of food consumption. If you want to find out what sort of
fish people were eating in the early 20th century from
contemporary statistics, you cannot do it because shops
were not able to sell fish to the working classes under their
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kind of programme for discussion if needed to fall back
on. There is also a fiction of equality between the two.
These expectations are described in many of the sociolog-
ical books on interviewing, I do not want to go into them
further here. But even if we are aware of such basic
conventions, and can master them sufficiently to produce
a model interview, it is important to understand that we
are still generating a social relationship which will
inevitably affect the material produced. In carrying out a
survey, the key problem is how to introduce some kind of
standardisation without breaking up the expectations of
the interview situation by over-inhibiting the self expres-
sion. There is quite a lot of literature on comparability
between interviewers and there are various ways of
handling this problem. One of the solutions is to begin
with a freer form of interviewing in order to test the variety
of responses obtainable, and to follow this with a stan-
dardised survey. An alternative technique which we have
tried to use in our own survey is to combine the two
methods in each interview, giving a very free run as far as
possible at the beginning, and then gradually introducing
the standard questions insofar as these have not already
been answered. It is much easier, however, to achieve a
standard coverage without damaging the interview situa-
tion than it is to maintain a standard way of asking the
questions.

At this point | should like to play an example, because
I have here in fact some brief extracts of recordings with a
person who by coincidence has been interviewed by three
people who are all here in this room. (I do not know
whether they want to be identified.) The respondent is a
Londoner born in 1880 and her father was a post office
blacksmith. She herself was in service, as she says “till they
chucked me out”, and then she went into factory work. |
think this example shows how, even on some of the more
difficult questions which are to do with emotions, and one
might assume would be most liable to variation depending
on the technique of the interviewer, remarkably similar
answers can be given to different questioners. In these
extracts she is talking about her relations with her parents
to three different interviewers.

(First Interview)

Was your mother an easy person to talk to? Could you share
your worries with her?

Well not very much. | didn’t get on with her very well at
all.

This was while you were a child was it?

Yes. | never did get on with her.

Was she an affectionate sort of woman?

Oh, she had no love for us two girls, only for her four
boys. She loved her boys and they couldn’t do wrong. She

had no time — | was happy-go-lucky and couldn’t care
less, but you know all her love went on her four boys.

Now how about your father?

Well she had a vile temper and she — | can’t exactly tell
you that much.

Oh no —but, as a child, could you share your worries with
your father?

I loved him, yes. And when he died | did break my heart.
I was about nineteen when he died. He was a dear. He
was a country — well, Newport Pagnell that is the coun-
try? He was a countryman.

Was he an affectionate —
He was a dear, yes. Come in and kiss and say, “Good
(Second Interview)

Can you remember any other thing you particularly
enjoyed? What did you like doing?

Well my dad bought us a nanny goat, and we used to love
to go up to Queen’s Crescent and get about twelve
pound of potatoes, and he made a wheelbarrow, you
know, because he was pretty handylike, made a wheel-
barrow and then the kids used to drive up and down the
— used to take it up Queen’s Crescent, and come back
with twelve pound of potatoes, and last us a week.

And the nannygoat pulled the barrow along did it?

Yes, yes.

That was a good idea then, that was real fun.

Oh, dad liked us kids, you know like, he was really — he
had been a sailor but he fell overboard and broke his leg
and he was a bit of a cripple. Then he got a big lot of
money but he must have spent that before he ever got
married. He spent the lot in case he was going to die.

I see, yes, he thought he couldn’t take it with him.

Yes. But he was really a dear.

(Third Interview)

What did you do when you were given the two and six by
your mother?

Spent it.
What on?

Ice cream. Packet of fags. | remember buying a packet of
fags and | didn’t see my mother coming along and |
puffed in her face, and I ran home. So my dad — you
know, he was a dear —and | jumped in the bed as quick
as | could. So mum might have got the cane to go up, but
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interviewers. The answers to some of the questions are
start lingly different. Employing men rather than women
may also sometimes produce important differences. For
our own survey we have used men to a certain extent, but
mostly women, and it will be interesting to see if there is
any systematic difference between the two, and still more
in a few cases, where we have been able to find an inter-
viewer who is very different from the stereotype of the
middle-class interviewer was a man who had himself been
a labourer before the First World War, in Liverpool. We
also had a middle-class woman interviewer, very well
trained and sensitive. The man interviews people in a
different style. He understands innuendos which a middle
class person would not. He cuts down on a good deal of
some of the exaggeration but he also feeds back a lot of
expectations from his own memories. Here is a snatch of
one of his interviews. It is with a woman born in 1893
whose father was a stevedore for most of his life, and later
a publican. When he died, her mother lived partly through
taking in washing and partly through poor relief. The
respondent worked part-time while at school and then
went into service for two years. After that she worked in
restaurants and did charring* She was one of a family of
eight. This story comes out of part of the interview sched-
ule when she is asked about her life after school. She
married at 19, so this was when she is 17 or 18, and the
story concerns the degree of control exerted by her mother
over her courting activities.

Did your mother expect to know where you were?
Yes. (she laughs)

Did you have to be home by a certain —

Oo —-oh, I'll say

Did you have to be home by a certain —

Yes.

What time would that be?

Ten minutes late, and she was behind the door and give
you a nice little whack as you stepped in. (both laugh)

What time — did she have any time for various ages?
Well, I remember the first dance | went to, she said | had
to be home at ten 01 clock. It was a military affair — oh
what did they call them? The Red Jack Militias.

The Militias — yes, yes, yes

Yes, at St. George’s Hall. And | had to wait until I went
out before I could put a bit of powder on (both laugh).
And | hate to be home at ten o’clock. Anyway, | think a
lot of us hired a cab —

Ohdid you?

Yes, and we came home in this cab. We didn’t pay of
course. The chappies paid.

Ah yes, the lads did.

And, oooh, when she saw me getting out of a cab (both
laugh) I thought I’d never last to the next morning —
“Ooh, no more outs for you, no more dances. I’ll dance
you. Get up those stairs”. (both laugh)

| think that there is a kind of innuendo going on about
the significance of the cab.

This example raises the question of how friendly one
should become when interviewing somebody. It is often
assumed that because you have got to establish some kind
of rapport, the more rapport you establish the better. But
if you go beyond the kind of rapport needed to establish
confidence, the danger is that you increase the tendency to
social conformity in the replies. It is not true that you
always get more uninhibited replies from people when you
become more intimate with them.

If anything the truth may be the reverse. Actually Mass
Observation, for instance, were able to stop people in the
street and ask them questions about sex which | do not
think would have been possible to ask in a more intimate
home interview. Certainly such questions would in many
cases end the interview.

The presence of others at an interview also has a
marked effect. Boasting and exaggeration may be reduced,
but the tendency to conform will be greatly increased.
Howard Becker, when interviewing American medical
students in groups, found that cynicism was the norm, but
in private most students expressed idealistic feelings.* It is
equally noticeable, when talking to old people in a group,
that they will emphasise a common view of the past, yet if
one subsequently interviews them individually a different
picture may emerge.

Another social effect is produced by the place in which
the interview takes place. An interview at home will
increase the pressure of ‘respectable’ home-centred ideals;
an interview in a pub is more likely to emphasise dare-
devilry and fun; and interview in the workplace will intro-
duce the influence of work conventions and attitudes.
Linked to these changes in emphasis will be changes in
language. A recording in a pub, for example, will often be
festooned with swearwords; cross the home threshold, and
the vocabulary will be transformed. Ideally, we should be
trying to record the same people in different places so that
we can compare them, although, of course, this would
require more time and resources.

These are the main sources of distortion in the interview
situation. But how serious are they? Are they so serious
that they make this kind of collecting almost useless?
Unfortunately we don’t yet know.

For the moment the essential step is to recognise the
difficulty and introduce strategies for checking and
correcting distortions and for obtaining comparative
evidence of different kinds. There are very few published
estimates of inaccuracy, largely, | fear because those that
exist are so horrifying. They are mostly from contemporary
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sociolpgical studies. There are many scholars who provide
long methodological appendices, which could include
information on the accuracy of retrospective information
since they have re-interviewed people, but they rarely
include this information. A recent book which might have
had very good tables of this kind is Butler and Stokes’s
Political Change in Britain.

Most of their panel were re-interviewed, but you cannot
work out how much they changed their statements on, for
instance, what their first vote was. One example of survey
inaccuracy which is available, the GL Palmer Study of
1943, shows the results of a recanvass in Philadelphia.
After only ten days 10% of respondents reported their age
differently by one year.** Again, the Opinion Research
Centre in 1949 made a comparison in Denver between
interview survey material and local official records. It was
found that again 10% of the answers were incompatible on
age, 10 — 15% on the possession of objects like library
cards, cars, and the make of the car, and 5% even on the
possession of a telephone.** This study, of course, also
raises the question of the reliability of the official statistics,
and may have equally serious implications for historians
using that kind of material. But it suggests the degree of
error involved. There has also been an experiment in New
York of which the results are less disturbing for our
purposes. The survey was about race attitudes and of the
50 respondents eight were ‘planted’, and their interviews
were secretly tape recorded. Fifteen interviewers were
employed, none of them full-time professionals. When the
recorded interviews were analysed it was found that, out
of the fifty questions supposed to be asked, on average
each interviewer committed fourteen asking errors — that
is changing or omitting the questions; thirteen probing
errors; eight errors when recording the answers on the
sheets; and then four simple ‘cheats’ (that is putting down
an answer when none was given). One planted respondent
acted as a ‘hostile bigot’, a type who could be expected to
occur in most random samples. When faced by the bigot
half the interviewers invented half of what they put down
on the questionnaire. So this is the kind of raw material
which probably makes up the typical random sample ques-
tionnaire survey. At least we have our tapes as a record.
The hostile bigot would perhaps refuse to go on tape but,
one might think this was no loss if the alternative is some-
thing invented by the interviewer.

I have been able to find only two examples of the accu-
racy of retrospective material in large scale surveys. One is
the sociological study by PM Blau and OD Duncan, The
American Occupational Structure (1967). The authors
carried out a pre-test of 570 men in Chicago and tried to
match their names against the census. In fact they were
only able to match 137, but when they examined these,
they found that less than half were in complete agreement,
that is in the same occupation and the same industry, from
both sources. Blau and Duncan go on regardless, using
their material, despite this distorting evidence about its
quality which is tucked away in an appendix at the end of
the book. Their study of social mobility is one of the most
methodologically sophisticated pieces of statistical work in
this field, yet this is the kind of raw material on which it is

based. They attempt to discount the discrepancies by
arguing that there is a high labour mobility in each year in
America and that in a year of exceptional mobility, 1945-6,
12% of workers changed their jobs. They also assert
(scarce comfort to historians) that the census is anyway
unreliable, so that if you combine these two sources of
error it is not surprising that less than half of the evidence
is in complete agreement and one third completely wrong.
On the extent of census unreliability, he cites the report of
a postenumeration survey carried out by the Bureau of the
Census to check up on their results. It was discovered that
17% of the men had been classified in a different major
occupational group in this postenumeration survey from
their classification in the census. Historians who are
prepared to take statistical information on trust might
ponder the implications of a 17% inaccuracy rate in census
raw material. Blau and Duncan also looked at the distri-
bution of inaccuracies and found that they were systematic.
There was a tendency for labourers who appeared in the
census to appear as craftsmen or technicians in the ques-
tionnaire, but there was not a comparable error in the
opposite direction. But it is reassuring, on the other hand,
to read that when they looked at the gross distributions
rather than looking at each individual, and compared their
survey results obtained by interviewing people with what
they would have expected from a census, the discrepancies
were much less serious. It is particularly striking, making
this comparison for father’s occupations, that as you go
further back in time the divergence does not get worse, but
gets better. A likely explanation for this is that distortions
due to social pressures decrease with information from the
remote past. If you ask a respondent about his father’s
occupation, an older man has less reason for actually
distorting the truth than a younger man has. In short, on
some subjects we may be able to get more reliable historical
information from interviews than contemporary sociolog-
ical material.

My other example is taken from Butler and Stokes. As
| mentioned, they have not published the kind of method-
ological appendix that one would like but the study
includes some gross distributions which can be compared
with other historical information. At least one can say,
looking at these tables, that if you knew nothing whatso-
ever about the past except what you could get from Butler
and Stokes, you would learn that before the First World
War the Labour Party was rising very rapidly in that period,
and that earlier still that the political battle was principally
between the Conservatives and the Liberals. You could also
discover that the Conservatives consisted largely of middle
class, Church of England people, that their opponents
depended particularly on Nonconformist and the working
classes. So that the retrospective information obtained
from interviews does broadly fit with what we know from
historical sources. It is reassuring that on the evidence of
these gross distributions the change of social values due to
the disappearance of the Liberal party has not so distorted
people’s memories that they produce a completely inaccu-
rate report of the past.

It may be that more people report themselves as Labour
than could have voted Labour at that time, but we should
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Figure E

D Butler and D Stokes, Political Change in Britain, p 273:
recollections of father’s political allegiance:

cohort pre-1885 pre-1900 pre-1918
Conservative 43 46 45
Liberal 38 27 11
Labour 12 20 39
None 7 7 5
100% 100% 100%

p 130: partisan self-image of pre-1918 cohort by class
and religion:

Middle Working Middle Working

Class Class Class Class
Conservative 82% 50% 46% 19%
Other 18% 50% 54%  81%
Church of Nonconformist
England

a random selection from the past. Autobiographies are
normally from the articulate middle class group, or by
Labour leaders rather than the Labour rank and file; and
so on. Because of this, it is important to consider how far
we can push in the direction of representative sampling.
Some of the problems will remain insoluble, unless a stage
is eventually reached when through the whole cohort of
people has been studied from youth to old age, we know
the exact effects of differential mortality in terms not just
of occupation but also factors like personality. It may be,
for example, when the group that have been studied in
JWD Douglas’ educational work*® reach the age of being
interviewed for oral history, that we will at last be able to
analyse systematically the extent to which surviving old
people can be taken to represent the experience of their
generation as a whole. In the meantime, differential mortal-
ity alone makes it inappropriate to use random sampling
to obtain an accurate picture of the past, because we
already know that the group which has survived is unrep-
resentative as regards its occupations. Moreover, since the
peculiar value of the life history interview is that it links up
the experience of a single person in a way that documents
and abstract survey material cannot, we jeopardise the
essential quality of the method if we do not have willing
respondents. Nothing can be gained by forcing this kind
of interview on unwilling people, because it will simply
produce false material. It is more difficult to decide on the
extent to which we should interview inarticulate people.
Certainly we need to experiment. In our own research we
attempted some interviews in a very depressing LCC
lodging house for men, where the inmates are so deso-
cialised that they normally do not want to communicate at
all, and particularly they do not want to communicate with
women because many of them have no real experience of

women since childhood. In the event we got useless mate-
rial. It turned out that the backgrounds of these men
(where it could be elucidated at all) did not differ from that
of the old people we had been generally interviewing in any
significant way, and so that we were not able to get, as we
had hoped, any picture of the casual homeless poor of the
1900s. It may be that this is something which is already
practically lost to us, because so few children from such
backgrounds now survive.* So this experiment was only
useful in suggesting that even if you spent hours recording
homeless old men about their childhoods, you would
obtain information that you get from willing respondents,
but in a fragmented and uninteresting form.

Another less extreme example points in a similar direc-
tion. This is an interview with a person who is literally inar-
ticulate in that he finds it difficult to speak. This is not
because he is poor or desocialised, but more probably
because he is so dominated by his wife that he is not used
to speaking in the home. It may be that if he had been
interviewed in the British Legion where apparently he is
quite active, hewould have been much more articulate! He
is the son of a Cornish fisherman, born in 1897, and
himself a fisherman. He came from a small family. The
interviewer here made a marvellous attempt to draw him
out. She was tremendously patient. You will notice that
there is a very long pause at one point , after which even-
tually some comment comes. She did persist right through
the questions and finished a complete interview. The
answers are there and they make sense, but one wonders
after hearing it, or reading it, whether one would like to
have very much of this kind of thing. It is very useful to
have for comparison but | would suggest that, if you can
establish it is not basically rather different from interviews
with more articulate respondents, you do not want to
collect a lot of material like this:

Did your mother or father mend the family’s clothes?
No; Mother did.

Your father never mended things like boots or shoes?
Ohno (FAINT)

Did you have new clothes or secondhand clothes?
Oh, new clothes

You always had new clothes?

Yes

You never had hand-me-downs from relatives or that sort
of thing?

Oh no no no.
Where were your clothes bought, can you remember?

Penzance (PAUSE)
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then would be uninterviewable, but because widowhood
strikes hapazardly from the point of oral history, it would
not be particularly worrying to be restricted to interviewing
those who had not suffered such an experience. Moreover,
even if the uninterviewables would have presented a signif-
icantly different set of life experiences, this is likely only to
apply to their adult life unless they are a type confined to
small families, because the familie of their childhoods will
be represented through other more articulate siblings.
Nevertheless, we need to know much more about person-
ality types and how far you can represent one group through
another. It is one of the most serious unsolved questions
for our purposes.

| believe that in any case we shall need to develop some
kind of strategic sampling rather than the random method;
a much more tactical method such as the “theoretical
sampling” described in Glaser and Strauss’s recent book
Grounded Theory (1967). They argue for an approach
which social historians should also find appropriate. There
are several different kinds of sample worth using. One
approach is to work through personal groups , for example
interviewing members of the same family; or interviewing
married couples and “snowballing” by following up with
their neighbours or friends. You could thus build up a
composite picture of their social life. This is more of an
anthropologist’s technique but I think it would be extremely
worth while for social history. Another approach is the
“community stratified sample” in which you would first
obtain the basic information about your community and
then try to represent all the different social layers in it in
your selection of respondents. We have fortuitously
achieved this with some of our own interviews. We have a
group of interviews for a smallish town in Yorkshire which
present a spectrum of view points on social class and 1 think
interlink very interestingly. Sometimes you find the same
people referred to in different interviews, as in the examples
I have selected. The first is a man born in 1892 f one of a
family of eight. His father was a mechanic and a Labour
roan. His mother worked in a woollen mill. They were occa-
sional Wesleyans. The man went to work as a halftimer in
the mill and then became a Co-op assistant. He has a point
of view on social class which | think is very characteristic
of the ‘middle’ working class, emphasising the equality
among working people.

Many people divide society into different social classes or
groups. In that time before 1918 did you think of some
people belonging to one and some to another?

No, I don’t know. Well — there would be: as | explained
about me brother being missing and one of the Jowett
girls came. Well they were mill owners you see, and of
course they never bothered till war broke out. Of
course, after the war broke out they felt they were doing
their bit by going round to see them. That was their
idea. | told you about me brother being missing, and it
were in the paper, and we heard nothing; and she came
to commiserate with me mother and she said how proud
she should be. Me mother said, “Well, it’s my son”.
Now, their nephew were a captain in the Bradford Pow-

ells and he were killed on the Somme, First of July ‘16.
Well she came up after and she said to me mother, she
said, “I can see — | know what you meant”. Because it
came to them you see, came back to them. Of course me
brother turned up. Turned up in hospital at Newcastle
at the finish.

But she’d been coming to tell your mother that she should
be proud that she’d lost a son for his country?

Aye. But — bit awkward when it were one of her own.

Could you tell me what the different social groups were at
that time? Could you give them a name?

No. No. No.
You just felt that your class was different than theirs?

Well you see, Jowetts — in those days the Jowett ladies,
course they were older than me. Aye, a lot older than me.
They used to ride about. They had horses; they used to
ride about, they used to jump in a field up on the top
there, you see, in those days. There were three or four
Jowett daughters. Well of course they were mill owners
and they thought themselves the better than we were. But
I’d say they aren’t.

So you wouldn’t like to classify the different groups?
No. No. No.

Which group in society would you say that you belonged to
yourself, could you give that a name?

Only a working class, that’s all. Aye.

What sort of people belonged to the same class as yourself?
Well —workers.

What sort of people belonged to the other classes?

Well, the mill owners and — and suchlike. Aye, Jowetts and
Fieldens, mill owners. | remember —that is afterwards but
it can go in. I remember being with my wife’s father one
Sunday morning down Halifax Road; and James Ellis
Jowett, he was one of the big pots, and he came up in his
trap. He were coining to church, St Johns. And, her
father tipped his cap to him. So — well, | wouldn’t.

But your wife’s father did this?

Yes, because he were joiner there. He were the joiner there.
He worked for him?

Yes. And as he passed he tipped his cap to him. And he

went down in my estimation right off. Me father wouldn’t
have done that you know. Aye.
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Oh yes. And the district nurse used to come from Shell
Street, She came every day, and she gave me father a big
long wheelchair, and you know me sister and | and me
cousin Elizabeth, we used to go out on Saturday and we
used to stand by Tibbucks and people used to put money
in the box. Yes, put money in the box. | wasn’t ashamed
of it, I wasn’t ashamed of it at all. I didn’t like doing it —
bit selfconscious — but I did it for me mother’s sake you
see, my mother’s sake.

Later on she speaks of when she was herself a mother:

Did you know what to expect in childbirth — how did you
geton?

No, I was — I don’t think (we) really were as intelligent...
I remember saying to the midwife when mother fetched
her —we didn’t have nurses in those days, there was an
old midwife you know —mother fetched the midwife and
this time | think | said to her, “Mrs Morris, where will it
come from?” Mrs Morris answered back and said, “Well
where it went in, that’s where your baby will come out”.
And you can tell how | was.

Did your husband help?

Well he did in a way, but with him being the only one — his
mother left me when | was having the first one. She let me
get out of bed and I’d been in labour — | did these things,
I didn’t know it was labour — from twelve o’clock at night
and when it got to six o’clock the next morning it got so
heavy that | couldn’t stand it so | says to her, “I want to
go home to me mother”. And she let me go right from
Hanley to Northwood, through the park, in labour, and |
sat on a seat there and the Park man as sees to the park,
he came through and he says, “Nellie whatever ‘s the mat-
ter with you”. I said, “I don’t know”. I said, “I can’t walk,
I’m in ever such pain”. He says, “Come on, I’'m taking
you to your mother”. And he took me to me mother. And
then of course mother played hallelujah because it hadn’t
come by night before, and then she fetched the midwife.

How did you feed your first baby?

Oh —everyone of ‘em been breastfed. | never had a bottle
over any of them. And I’'ve never bought one of those in
me life. No.

Wias this because you thought breast feeding was best for the
baby or did you just not think about doing it any other way?

Well I think we all took it as a matter of course then. Then
| thought it was a cheaper line.

When did you wean the baby?

Oh, they had it until they were two. Me mother used to
say to me, “You’ll be having those children at the breast
until they bring their young man with them”. Oh yes.
They’d be quite nearly two before | finished...

Did you punish the baby when it was naughty?

No, I never smacked any of them. | used to shove them in
the other room and leave them there until they’d had it. |
do him [grandchild]. He gets in terrible tempers because
his father’s got a very heavy temper, but if James starts to
be naughty I just put him in the back room. And he won’t
be long before he’s shouting (to come) out.

And that’s what you did with your own children?
Oh yes, yes, yes.

How much did your husband have to do with the children
when they were babies under a year old? Would he help
with them?

Oh yes, he was very good in helping and he’d wash nap-
pies or anything like that for you. Oh yes.

And he’d play with them?
Oh yes. Yes.
Would he try and get them to sleep for you?

Well he’d take them and put them up to bed by seven
o’clock. And then when they got older, the oldest one
could stop until about nine or half past, but they took
turns to stay up.

While they were still tiny babies would your husband look
to them in the night if they cried?

Yes, he’d go to them, yes.
When they were babies would he take them out himself?

Oh he has done, taken them out, yes. Oh yes, he used to
be very proud too. I'll give him his due for that.

The most serious difficulty which we have found in an
occupational quota is that it is not a very adequate guide to
the social classes, that in effect, even if you fulfil all the occu-
pation quotas perfectly, you can get a selection of working
class people biased against the less respectable. It remains
a very serious problem, even with a quota, to secure expres-
sive respondents from the casual poor, the working class
under-dog poor, the self-described ‘rough’ family, respon-
dents who will describe the life on the streets or are
prepared to talk about fiddles and stealing. This kind of
respondent is extraordinarily difficult to find, so that if you
have a promising subject, you should suspend your ideas
about quotas and representativeness and make the record-
ing. You will be collecting the kind of material which by defi-
nition would never appear in a random sample and is not
susceptible to statistical analysis. We want to be social scien-
tists but we want to use our strategy in a flexible way. | want
to conclude with a Stepney man born in 1894. His mother
had been a cigar maker and his father was a carter. A
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Oh no, didn’t buy vegetables, did you? You’d see the
potatoes growing, and you went in between, and you dug
up a lot and put the stalks back again in the ground and
you covered up. Went out in the middle and took a big
cabbage or you took a swede. A swede would last you two
—agreat big swede — some of them swedes was seven or
eight pound, them great big swedes.

Didn’t the farmers know that the hoppers were doing this?

Well, he might miss one now and then, but we was artful
as well as them. We didn’t take it right inside of the road-
way so if he rode along on his horse he could see it. We
took it out in the middle of the field. | looked over with a
stick, a little piece of stick with a bit of paper on it, or a
twig, and we knew that, we stick that in, and of a night
time we’d go along when everything was asleep and we’d
fetch that. And we went to the town, we went to Faver-
sham, walking down that mile road. There was all differ-
ent stuff growing. You could have left a piece of paper,
or a stone on it, a bit of paper would mark it, see, put a
stone on a bit of paper, and that was the one we wanted,
and we fetched that home. Fruit, yes, we took that in the
daytime. Course one could go in the night but it was
mostly in the daytime. There was nobody about watch-
ing the stuff. They couldn’t watch everything. We used
to climb in. | remember there was a five bar gate, big
gate, and it used to open out up against the hedge of an
orchard, and we used to push this gate right up to the
hedge and climb up on top of the gate, had the gate held,
and pick off all the plums and fruit what was growing
near that gate, see. It covered a couple of trees. Yes, but
we had plenty of fruit there. They planted there a hop-
field full of young fruit trees, and you had had to do like,
go like that, shake it, and down come the plums. So you

shook the trees and they fell down, them young trees
with the fruit on.

Would all the children be helping picking the hops?

Oh yes, all picked hops, we was all working. We loved
picking. Used to race one another. Course it was all the
better for mum wasn’t it? The more hops you picked,
when it come to measuring out —and of course that time,
now I recall, you had to pick about seven bushels for a
shilling — six bushels or seven bushels before you got a
shilling. See, they used to sing a song, “A tally it’s seven a
shilling, so how can a poor girl geta living?” That was the
song they used to sing. That’s true, though, six a shilling,
seven a shilling, they didn’t get twopence a bushel did
they?

Did your father go with you?

Never, he never, no, no. Mother always took us whenever
I went hopping.

And how much do you think you’d earn?

Well, if we earnt a couple of bob for mum a day, or three
bob, or half a crown. Sometimes we might have earnt
more.

Did you go for the money or for the holiday?

We never had no money, in fact mother took all the
money. She’d give us a penny now and then. We had
other ways of making money, like I told you with fruit.
We’d pinch the fruit and sell it to somebody. You couldn’t
eat all what you took.
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villagers that was to be at
the heart of his books
about East Anglian rural
life and work, evocative
of what George called ‘an
unbroken continuity...
the last generation of a
line that had extended
from Biblical times.’ His
first major work, Ask the
Fellows Who Cut the Hay,
appeared in 1956 and
was followed by nine
further books over the
next thirty years, many of
them illustrated by David
Gentleman, together
establishing Evans as a
chronicler of ordinary
working people in their
own words.

Although we know
George began
interviewing his
neighbours in 1952, the
earliest sound recordings
we have date from 1956
(when he borrowed his
first Midget portable
open-reel tape-recorder
from the BBC in
Norwich), the last from
1977. Around 200 are
in the care of the British
Library and available
online at https://sounds.
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bl.uk/Oral-history/
George-Ewart-Evans-
collection. George was
one of fifteen people
who, on 13 December
1969 at the British
Institute of Recorded
Sound in Exhibition Road
in London (BIRS later
became the National
Sound Archive and now
the BL Sound Archive),
attended the first oral
history conference to be
held in Britain. And he
agreed to join Theo
Barker from Kent
University, Stewart
Sanderson from the
Institute of Dialect and
Folklife Studies at Leeds
University, and Paul
Thompson from Essex
University in forming a
committee which
published the first issue
of Oral History: an
occasional news sheet
and wentonin 1973 to
establish the Oral History
Society.

By the time this article
was published in 1972
George had been
interviewing people for
his non-fiction books for

twenty years, and even
longer for his fiction: he
remembers talking to
miners during the
depression of the 1930s.
Here he expounds his
approach to interviewing
and it still amounts to
good sound advice for any
budding oral historian: the
importance not of asking
a lot of questions of your
interviewee but of
listening; the value of
preparation but of not
allowing this knowledge to
intervene in an interview;
the benefits of quickly
establishing a rapportin a
relaxed and unhurried
manner (perhaps by
taking along an object); of
avoiding audible
interjections; the
importance of following
digression; and of making
a high quality audio
recording so that accent
and dialect might be
heard.

Paul Thompson has
always credited Evans as
a key influence,
particularly on his
groundbreaking project
‘Family Life and Work

Experience before
1918, but early issues
of Oral History reveal that
George’s freewheeling
open-ended approach to
interviewing was slightly
frowned upon by some
social historians and
sociologjsts who
regarded more
structured questionning
and quota sampling
techniques as more
‘scientific’. At an early
oral history conference
on ‘the problems of oral
history’ at Leicester
University in 1972, the
question of how
structured an interview
should be was hotly
debated, Evans insisting
that ‘we cannot make a
monolithic structure of
the interviewing
technique’. By the mid-
1970s Evans was feeling
increasingly out of step
with the direction in
which the Oral History
Society was moving.
Rob Perks, Lead
Curator of Oral History
& Director of National
Life Stories, British
Library

Mr Chairman, friends, it looks as if it is family all move up
in the bed! With John Saville up at the end tottering up
under the sheet, but I will try to keep my knees down and
cut my talk by about 15 minutes, or if there are any gaps
you will all have got the invisible scissors to work.

About a decade ago a well-known anthropologist said
that an anthropologist studies people at first hand, and the
historian in documents. That pronouncement is already out
of date, or at least it needs some modification; but it does
remind us that the collecting of oral evidence has been the
technique of anthropology for many many years, as we
heard from Professor Hedblom. Some of those here,
Vincent Phillips, our friends from the School of Scottish
Studies and from Leeds, have been doing this for forty years
in the field that is essentially the field of oral history,
although it was not called that at that time. Now an anthro-
pologist, whatever he is after — kinship patterns, language

structure, funeral rites — is bound to acquire a good under-
standing of the material culture of the people he is studying
before he begins. By culture I mean the word in its root
sense, the way people plough, the way they build their
houses, how they make their artifacts. I’ve found this
approach invaluable in meeting an informant — it is a very
formal word for a human person — but | have found this
approach extraordinarily useful. That is, before | go to him
I have a fair idea of his background and | know what his
work was, the chief thing in his life, and | take along a mate-
rial object connected with his work which I think will light
him up. In the countryside | often take along an old serrated
sickle. With that there is no need of any abstract explanation
of what you are going about. He sees the object and if you
choose well he wonft need any prodding to open up. We are
both right into our subject from the beginning. In the same
way if | was going to see an old miner, I'd take a pair of
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And he lived in a little hovel off the street,
But he’s —
Moved in a bigger house now,
Living like a great big don,
In a great big large five storey house
With a real bathroom and the gas laid on,
Lovely grounds all round.
No longer will he mooch around the pubs
For it ain’t a villa or a mansion where he’s living in —
They call it Wormwood Scrubs.

| use a microphone (a D109) which goes around the
neck of the informant and just hangs there, so that the
microphone does not come as a third presence between you
and the informant. Once you know an informant well, the
microphone does not matter, but initially if you get it out of
the way, it makes the job of the interviewer easier. The
D109 microphone is excellent. The only disadvantage is a
lack of balance. The interviewers voice is much further
back, so that it is a bit faint, but that is exactly how it should
be in an interview.

Before going any further, I should like to say a word
about the general context of the interview as it effects the
discipline of history. “The interview as an historical
method” was this morning’s session’s title. Have we prece-
dence in historiography for this type of source material? We
have indeed, and | believe they are all very revealing. The
first which comes to my mind comes from the 17th century,
Richard Gough’s Human Nature Displayed in the History of
Myddle — a small Shropshire parish. This was written in
about 1700 and was re-issued three years ago with a very
sensitive introduction by WG Hoskins. Gough recorded
gossip, and when you are getting gossip you are getting
right inside the head of the people — their attitude, their
hopes, their disappointments. If an historian turns his nose
up at gossip, and says, “Well gossip is below me”, he is not
doing his job. It is as simple as that. Gough was writing
about the Civil War and some of the vignettes of the Civil
War, little scenes that he has recorded in his village and
through being told about them by old men, bring the Civil
War to life as much as anything written. A contemporary of
Richard Gough was of course John Aubrey. He also dealt
in historical vignettes as we know in his Brief Lives. But
Aubrey is much more than an historical gossip writer (I am
not using that word “gossip” in a pejorative sense). Oliver
Lawson Dick’s book on the Life and Times of John Aubrey
shows that a great deal of the most interesting of Aubrey fs
writings have not been published, but are still in manuscript.
Aubrey’s technique is quite clear from what he wrote. He
says: “When | was a boy, | did ever love to converse with
old men as living histories”. Here is a phrase often repeated
right throughout his writings, as he wrote about the whole
way of life that had disappeared in the convulsion of the
Civil Wars: “When | was a little boy before the Civil
Warres”. This alerted me because | am continually hearing
a similar phrase from my informants: “Oh, that was afore
the First World War”: “that was afore | went into the army”.
The First World War was as sharp watershed to us as the
Civil Wars in the seventeeth century were to Aubrey.

The third figure will, I think, show why these men are

significant for us. He is Sir Walter Scott who used oral
material in the writing of his first great six historical novels,
the Waverley novels. You will find plenty of evidence of how
Scott uses oral material in the notes that he appends to
these novels and in some of his novels, at least in some
editions, you will find the very often quoted couplet from
Burns as a warning to interviewers who scribble in front of
the informants:

“A chiel’s — a fellow’ s — amang you taking notes
And faith! he’ll print it!”

That is a very good hint against flashing the notebook
when you do not know your informant.

Professor Hugh Trevor Roper in a recent broadcast
lecture, which was printed in the Listener of August 1971,
put a standpoint which is very relevant to our approach.
Trevor Roper believes that Scott started an entirely new
approach to history and I quote:

‘It may seem odd that a novelist should be credited with
a historical revolution. But historical revolutions are not
made by historians. Historians are technicians who may
refine their tools and dig further and deeper along the
channels within which they work; but generally speaking
it is not they who point the new directions in which those
channels shall be dug. Those who have directed the
course of history have almost all been non-historians or,
at most, amateur historians: Machiavelli, Montesquieu,
Herder, Hegel, Marx. And Sir Walter Scott, | shall sug-
gest, was a historical innovator in this sense.’

Scott acquired this new sense of departure by accident.
As a lad he contracted polio in Edinburgh and his people
sent him to live in the Border country on a farm, where he
met the old culture, the material culture and the ballads, the
songs and the dialect of the people. Life there was steeped
in old traditions. It is interesting that Scott could speak to
people who had taken part in the ‘45 Rebellion and so could
write what the ‘45 rebellion meant. It meant the dispersal,
or the destruction of the culture of the Highland Clans, that
had lasted uninterrupted since the iron age. Scott’s philos-
ophy was “that the spontaneous poetry of a people is the
image of a whole culture; and it is out of such evidence that
history must be constructed and the past brought back to
life”.

And if anyone doubts Trevor Roper’s enthusiasm, and
Scott’s historical durability, let him read the book | have
just mentioned, Old Mortality and place it alongside what is
happening in Ireland and Glasgow this very week. He will
read that book with enlightenment and a sense of shock as
well.

There are two or three other writers who should be
mentioned: the reports of Henry Mayhew, the work of
George Sturt or George Bourne, and of Rowntree and
Charles Booth. My series is probably incomplete. But each
of these writers was living in a stress period, when an old
society was going under quickly and a new order was begin-
ning. And this process of rapid change seems to evoke a
saving counter-movement, automatically or instinctively;
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research project in
Preston | again had to
look at my assumptions
about the role of working
class women in a town
dominated by the textile
industries and indeed my
interpretations of
statistics, notably the

apparent but misleading
link between high infant
mortality rates and high
levels of women in full
time work which | got
wrong in this article
about the working class
women of Barrow and
Lancaster. In the third

Is is obviously not possible to discuss in any thorough way
all aspects of the lives of working class women in the north-
west in the quarter of a century from 1890-1914. Firstly
this research applies only to Harrow and Lancaster. They
were both mediun-sized towns, Lancaster’s population
being 31,038 in 1801 and 45,410 in 1911, while Barrow’s
was 51,712 in 1891 rising to 63,770 in 1911. Visually the
towns were very different, Lancaster’s central street pattern,
evolving over many centuries, was intricate and compli-
cated. Within it were many old courtyards and alleys which
contained hundreds of back-to-back, one up one down
houses with shared outside taps and lavatories. Throughout
the period 1890-1914 however large areas of working-class
terraced houses were built of an improved standard.

Barrow, by way of contrast, was one of the first towns
to have a town plan. Its main streets were handsome and
tree-lined but behind them were the tedious, uniform and
drab secondary streets laid down in an endless grid pattern.
As in Lancaster the areas of working-class housing contin-
ued to expand tnroughout the period, the most notable
example being a ‘model’ garden suburb built by Vickers.

Industrially, too, the towns were different. Lancaster had
a dual economic role. On one hand it was an economic
centre for the surrounding countryside, having a thriving
produce market as well as cattle market; it also retained its
twice-yearly hiring fair. Yet it was also an industrial town,
a northern and minor outpost of cotton Lancasthire. By the
1830s the mills were producing cotton for backing the oil
cloth and linoleum produced by the two largest local firms,
Storeys and Williamsons. Skilled men were employed at the
Lancaster Carriage and Wagon Works until it closed in
1908, leaving Gillows as the chief employer of skilled men.
They produced quality furniture and joinery.

The industrial basis of Barrow was quite different. The
nrosperity of Barrow was founded on the discovery and
exploitation of large deposits of haemetite iron ore in the
middle of the nineteenth century. Mining was followed by
iron and steel manufacture and the eventual establishment
of shipbuilding and engineering firms. These were bought
by Vickers in 1897 and by 1914 they were the largest
employer of labour in the town.

One of the most surprising pieces of evidence to emerge
from this research is that despite the differences in the two
towns, both environmentally and industrially, there were no
such differences in the social life of the working classes, or
in their social structure.

research projectin were complex and
Barrow Lancaster and changing and indeed the
Preston which very term ‘working class’
concentrated on the required much

thirty years post Second  unpacking.

Elizabeth Roberts,
Emeritus, North West
Regional Studies,
Lancaster University

World War, the

assumptions again had
to be abandoned as the
role and lives of women

This paper concentrates on certain aspects of a working-
class woman'’s life and position within the home and family.
The theme which emerges is one of partnership between
husband and wife; one of different but equal roles. The nan
was the principal earner of the family’s income; but the
woman was the family’s financial manager. She was also
the person who established and upheld the family’s moral
standards. Helen Bosanquet, writing in 1906, summarised
the relative roles and status of men and women thus, ‘In
reference to the outside world man has power and woman
‘influence’. Within the home woman has the active nower
and men ‘influence’.*

There were of course obvious differences depending on
individual personalities , but through more than two
hundred interviews lasting three hundred hours with nearly
a hundred respondents, there has been a surprising?®
consensus of opinion about a woman’s role and position.

Like all oral historians, indeed as with all historians, one
is faced with certain problems of methodology and inter-
pretation. The most obvious problem with this particular
research is that the evidence about the lives of working class
women at the turn of the century is second-hand: it is
drawn from their children. All one can say is that if we do
not use this evidence, we have very little else, for apart from
their children these women left no memorials. Perhaps a
more serious nroblem is the influence of a certain type of
feminist historical writing with its view of Victorian and
Edwardian women as either simply passing time until their
deliverance from male domination, or working actively
towards such an end. | began and continue this project as
a feminist, but during the past two years | have come to
believe that it is not enough to indict the injustices of the
past, nor should one allow one’s enthusiasm for women’s
cause today to obstruct one’s understanding of women’s
role and status yesterday. As one quickly discovers, the great
majority of working class woman, if this sample is at all
representative, played no part in the suffragette or feminist
movement. No respondent’s mother was involved, and only
one respondent. She was active in selling literature, and
attending meetings (but did not go to prison) . The attitudes
of the other women range from lukewarm support through
indifference to outright hostility.

Working-class women in this area did not see the
suffragettes’ and feminists’ cause as their cause. They were
certainly not emancipated legally or politically and some
certainly believed themselves to be exploited and down-
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Certainly the great majority of families in the sample in
Barrow and Lancaster had these close-knit networks, and
this is possibly one reason for the clearly segregated roles
of working class hushands and wives in both towns. One of
the most interesting points made (but not developed) by
Bott was that in marriages where there was a considerable
degree of segregation in roles there was not only a clear divi-
sion of labour but also a basic division of responsibilities as
well. This is a very important point, because it could be
argued in the case of the women of Barrow and Lancaster
that their responsibility for such matters as budgeting,
housing, and familial mores, could be taken to imply that
the husband did not shoulder enough of those responsibil-
ities rather than as an indication of the woman’s dominance
within the home. The extent to which men adopted this
rather passive role within the home depended to some
extent on individual characteristics; but it was also influ-
enced by the ways in which working-class men and women
perceived their role-relationship in marriage. There is
considerable evidence to suggest that they saw the man as
the ‘provider’ and the woman as responsible for the practi-
cal organisation and moral standards of the family. If in fact
the women had had these resoonsibilities taken from them
by their husbands then they would presumably have
displayed, as did some middle-class women, significantly
more discontent with their lot. Without such responsibilities
they would have been reduced to the status of domestic
servants. It is clear that their assumption of domestic
responsibilities was not due to their husbands’ dereliction
of duty. When there was a conflict of opinion on domestic
matters, as some of the extracts indicate, it tended to be the
woman whose decision was final because these were within
her sphere of responsibility.

It is hoped that in no sense have the lives of working-
class women been over-glamourised here. They carried a
burden of physical work which would be quite insupport-
able to most modern women; they lived culturally sterile
lives and were rarely seen with a book or even a newspaper.
Yet there is little — in fact, as yet, no — evidence to suggest

that working-class women felt any resentment with their
lot; even if their health broke down.

‘It must have been hard work and then her health cracked
up when we were younger and there was four years when
she didn’t put a hat on or go out of the house at all. ... |
never knew such a patient person, sweet. Other people
have always said what a wonderful person she was. She’d
five children, her father living with her, a brother a bach-
elor, then she had dad’s mother to live with her and
another niece. She kept going on, was quite happy and
never a grumble. She was a wonderful patient person.’*

Outside the home, one receives the overwhelming
impression that few working class women questioned the
subordinate role played in general by women at work and
in politics. They were not apparently troubled by feeling
the need for self-expression or self-determination; they
were indeed astonishingly lacking in self-awareness. Possi-
bly the cynical could argue that they had neither tine nor
energy for such feelings; but more positively it can be
argued that working class women did have some compen-
sations in their lives. Within the home they either worked
in partnership, with their husbands, or in some cases ruled
supreme.

There was the triumph of feeding and clothing a family
on a small budget and one to which they might add their
own small but significant wage. There was the satisfaction
of rearing a large family to adulthood and the realisation of
one’s immense value to one’s family. All these feelings must
have contributed to the apparently low incidence of mental
illness among working class women before the First World
War. Unlike some of their modern counterparts they did
not suffer from what psychiatrist Victor Frankel has called
“an existentionalist vacuum”. Victorian and Edwardian
working class women in North Lancashire could see all
round them the purpose of their lives. They enjoyed a
certainty about the rightness of their role which perhaps
succeeding generations have lost.

NOTES

1. Helen Bosanquet, The Family, p 277.

2. This research has been supported by an
SSRC grant for the period 1974-76.
Previously it was a pilot study assisted by a
Nuffield Small grant. The work has been
carried out under the aegis of the Centre for
North-West Regjonal Studies in the
University of Lancaster.

3. Mrs S4L. Details of respondents are at
the end of this article. James Williamson,
later Lord Ashton was the dominant figure
in Lancaster’s industrial and political life
during the whole period 1890-1914.

4. Mr R3L. This extract refers to the
depression in 1909 which followed the
closure of the Lancaster Carriage and
Wagon Works.

5. Mrs H3B. Her father was clerk to Wad
haras, the Agent of the Duke of Buccleugh.

The Duke was an important landowner in 18. Mrs A3B.

Furness and one of the most important 19. Mrs B1L.

investors in the industrial development of 20. Mrs S1L and Miss S2L.

Barrow. 21. Mrs C2B.

6. Mrs P1L 22. Robert Roberts, The Classic Slum,

7. See Tables I and II. p 107.

8. Mrs M6B 23. It should be emphasised that these

9. Mr R3L. figures relate to women at work in factories.
10. Mrs H3L. Agricultural areas where working women

11. Mrs S1L She was in fact brought up by
her grandparents after her mother's death.
12. Mr R3L.

13. Mrs W2L.

14. See Elizabeth Roberts, Working Class
Standards of Living in Barrow and
Lancaster, to be published in Economic
History Review, 1977.

15. Mrs B1L.

16. Mr P1B.

17. See Table IV.

had their babies with them tended to have
lower infant mortality rates.
24. Mrs A2L.

25. Mr P1B.

26. Mrs H2B.

27. Mrs W1B.

28. Mrs S4L.

29. Mr K1L.

30. Mrs M3L.

31. See Table VI.

32. Mrs PIL.
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A SUMMARY OF RESPONDENTS

Mrs A3B b. 1893. Third of seven children.
Father a maintenance man, wages about
25s. Mother before marriage shop
assistant, after marriage went out washing,
took washing in and also kept pigs. Mrs A3B
became a domestic servant and later a
COOK.

Mrs A2L b. 1907. Elder of two children.
Father a gardener, wages 25s. Mother
before marriage a mill worker, after marriage
worked on munitions for a short time. Mrs
A2L became a confectioner.

Mrs B1L b. 1888. Youngest of five children.
Father a labourer, wages £1.0s.3d. Mother
before and after marriage (but
intermittently), a weaver. Mother died when
Mrs B1L was very young and she and her
brother and sisters were brought up by
grandparents. Mrs B1L became a weaver.
Mrs C2B b. 1887. Youngest of eight
children. Father a moulder, wages 30s.
Mother's job before marriage unknown,
none after marriage. Mrs C2B became a
shop assistant.

Mrs H2B b. 1885. Youngest of four
children. Father a carter on the railway,
wages £1. Mother domestic work before
marriage and taking in lodgers and sewing
after marriage. Mrs H2B became a
dressmaker.

Mrs H3B b. 1887. Eldest of six children.
Father a clerk at Wadhams, the agents for

wages 30s. Mother before marriage was an
untrained teacher, eventually after marriage
onened a shon. Mrs H3B became an
untrained teacher.

Mrs H3L b. 1903. Eighth of ten children.
Father was a weaver in a matting mill, wage
unknown. Mother before marriage a
domestic servant, after marriage did baby
minding and took in washing and sewing.
Mrs H3L became a weaver.

Mr K1L b. 1907. Third of four children.
Father a baker, later a mill labourer, wages
£1.0s.3d. Mother a weaver before
marriage, after marriage various jobs as a
cook and munitions worker, also took in
lodgers. Mr K1L became a baker.

Mrs M6B b. 1896. Youngest of sixteen
children. Father a labourer, wages 18s.
Mother a dressmaker before marriage, after
marriage took in sewing and went out
painting and decorating. Mrs M6B became
a professional drummer.

Mrs M3L b. 1917. Sixth out of eight
children. Father a fitter but frequently a
labourer, wages unknown. Mother and step-
mother both died when Mrs M3L was a child
and little is known of them. Mrs M3L stayed
at home to look after the family.

Mr P1B b. 1900. Fourth of six children.
Father a labourer in the steelworks, wages
18s. Mother before marriage a labourer in
the jute works, after marriage buying and
selling in the auction rooms. Mr P1B

Mrs P1L b. 1898. Second of five children.
Father a foreman in linoleum works, wages
25s to 28s. Mother before and after
marriage stayed at home. Mrs P1L became
a weaver then a clerk.

Mr R3L b. 1890. Elder of two children.
Father a wood-carver and turner at Gillows,
wages 30s to £2. Mother before marriage, a
nurse, no job after marriage. Mr R3L
became a cabinet maker.

Mrs S1L b. 1898. Elder of two children.
Father a tinsmith, wages £2. Mother before
marriage a weaver, no job after marriage,
Mrs S1L became a shop assistant.

Miss S2L b. 1894. Miss S.2.L. came to
Lancaster in 1920 from Halifax. She worked
as a weaver.

Mrs S4L b. 1896. Eighth of nine children.
Father a grave digger, wages 18s to £1.
Mother both before and after marriage took
in washing. Both parents were illiterate. Mrs
S4L became a weaver.

Mrs W1B b. 1900. Fourth of ten children.
Father a moulder, wages 25s to 30b. a
week. Mother before marriage a fancy box
maker, after marriage none. Mrs W1B
became a domestic servant and a shop
assistant.

Mrs W2L b. 1910. Second of three
children. Father a grocer's assistant, later a
clerk, wages unknown. Mother before
marriage a domestic servant, after marriage
took in sewing. Mrs W2L became a shop
assistant.

AVERAGE SIZE OF FAMILY FROM CENSUS RETURNS

the Duke of Buccleugh's Furness Estate, became a fitter and turner.
Figure | Figure Il
BIRTH-RATES
Number of births per 1,000 population
Barrow Lancaster England

& Wales 1891
1880-89 379 33.6 32.89 el
1890-99 30.85 27.3 30.02
1900-09 28.16 26.05 27.50 1011
1910-19 26.15 19.70 21.80 1921
1920-30 18.74 16.61 18.98 1931
(11 years)
Figure IlI

FAMILY SIZES BASED ON RESPONDENTS' EVIDENCE
(@) Respondents Families (all the respondents except one were born before 1910 but some of their siblings were

born afterwards).

Lancaster — 6.23 children per family

Barrow — 8.25 children per family

Barrow Lancaster
5.61 5.58
5.58 5.35
5.02 5.01
4.46 4.66
4.04 4.34

(b) Respondents Own Children (all respondents except two were married after 1910).
Lancaster — 2.30 children per family

Barrow — 1.75 children per family

These figures are based on the number of children born not those surviving infancy.
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Manchester Jewry, a
community with roots
stretching back to the
eighteenth century but
composed of various
waves of immigration,
relate not to the history
of the ‘immigrant
majority’ but to long-
established community
leaders and their

institutions — ‘a
communal history which
reflects the interests
and preoccupation of an
elite’ he writes. As
Williams stresses
throughout the article,
‘Oral evidence serves as
a powerful corrective’ in
this instance (by 1984
he and his team had

successfully recorded
and deposited over
400 oral history
interviews with Jewish
immigrants in the city),
leading us ‘to more
balanced explanations’
of Jewish life in
Manchester and to
challenge myths of
‘communal solidarity’

and homogeneity
within minority
communities more
generally.

Cai Parry-Jones,
Digital Collections
Manager, Royal
Horticultural Society,
and author of ‘The
Jews of Wales: A
History’ (2017)

The object of this paper is to illustrate some of the special
problems involved in writing the history of the Jewish immi-
grant community in Manchester in the period 1890-1939
and to suggest some of the ways in which the use of oral
evidence may help to solve them.* The focus is exclusively
on Jewish immigrant experience, but the problems are
amongst those likely to confront the historian of any minor-
ity group in English urban society. The territory is largely
unexplored, for as yet the penetrative powers of oral history
have not been deployed systematically in this country to
explore the inner history of immigrant societies. In the case
of Anglo-Jewry, oral evidence has been used only spasmod-
ically, and then only to illustrate conclusions drawn
substantially from the written record.? The omission is seri-
ous, for one of the major problems in dealing with Jewish
immigrant life is the absence of adequate written sources.
In so far as the immigrants survive in the written record
they do so chiefly in accounts composed by an older-estab-
lished Anglo-Jewish elite, with a vested interest in rapid
assimilation, or of the majority society, where they appear
most frequently either as the ‘foreign refuse’ of anti-
alienism or as the pale reflection of middle-class liberalism.
Written accounts by immigrants of their own experience
are rare, and in the case of Manchester Jewry, all but non-
existant. An intensive programme of archive retrieval over
several years has come up with the records of only one soci-
ety organised by the immigrants themselves and only two
very small collections of letters in Yiddish. This is in sharp
contrast to the voluminous archives of Anglo-Jewish agen-
cies of assimilation, the Jews School, the Jewish Board of
Guardians, the Jewish Lads’ Brigade, the Jewish Working
Men’s Club and the many subsidiary educational and
welfare organisations designed to erode and replace the
Yiddishkeit® of the Eastern European shtetl (small provincial
town). The archival deposit reflects the more sophisticated
organisation of the agencies of Anglo-Jewry, their greater
degree of continuity and the priorities of their leaders. The
records of the independent immigrant society which was
their target are almost completely lacking.

The result has been a communal history which reflects
the interests and preoccupations of an elite, in which the
immigrant majority appear most often as the occasionally
recalcitrant objects of a beneficent and effective programme
of acculturation. The distinctive cultural baggage of the
immigrant was an inconvenient but fortunately a temporary

encumbrance soon to be removed (except in the case of reli-
gious observance) in the interests of survival in English
society. This view was perfectly explicit. When the Jewish
Working Men’s Club was set up in 1883 its declared and
well-publicised object was to ‘neutralise. .. un-English habits
and thoughts, intensified as they are by the Hebroth’.* So
the group which achieved a self-satisfied dominance in the
past has had its objects underwritten in the archives and in
the history which has been built upon them. The elite had
the further self-appointed task of mediating between Jewish
and non-Jewish society. Their own security and social
standing, as much as the defence and inner solidarity of a
community under threat from anti-semitism, depended
upon the formulation and projection of a favourable image
of Jewish life. The result was a pattern of stereotypes which
promoted a socially coherent and harmonious community,
with a network of charities which freed its poor from depen-
dance on public funds. Its leaders were respectable, civic-
minded business men, honourable in their dealings,
religiously devout and generous to non-Jewish charities.
Beneath an unacceptable but eradicable shtetl culture, the
immigrant majority were pious, sober, hard-working, inde-
pendant, quick-witted, frugal, family-minded, scholarly,
law-abiding, peaceful and often the bearers of new craft
skills (such as mantle-making and waterproofing) with
great potential value for the Manchester economy. These
were the views accepted by the Anglo-Jewish press, reflected
in liberal newspapers such as the Manchester Guardian and
(before the later 1880s) the Manchester City News, written
into the minutes, annual reports and commemorative
brochures of Anglo-Jewish institutions, often absorbed by
the immigrants themselves, and, more often than not,
repeated by the historians of Anglo-Jewry.® At best their
relationship to reality was approximate.

Extended into explanations of communal change, the
effect of these defensive stereotypes is to lead the history of
Jewish immigrant life into a cul de sac. Anglo-Jewish history
becomes separated from the wider social, economic and
political context in which it took place and the assumption
is made that explanations of communal change must be
sought primarily within the community itself — in some
element, religious, social, even psychological, of Jewish
society. So, for example, the rise of Jewish charities is put
down to the traditional emphasis on charity in Jewish reli-
gious training or to the special place of philanthropy in
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synagogue life. Or Jewish commercial success (as well as
the failure of early Jewish trade unionism) is attributed to
the special individualism and enterprise’ of the Jewish immi-
grant. Anglo-Jewish history is interpreted in a vacuum, pres-
sures from the wider society are ignored or underestimated,
unique cultural inheritance takes precedence over simple
economic and class factors. The complex mixture of Jewish
and non-Jewish elements which constitutes the reality in
which Jewish lives are led is dispensed with for the spurious
model of an insular community. Jewish history becomes a
ghetto.

Oral evidence serves as a powerful corrective. In
personal life histories, Jewish and non-Jewish influences are
closely interwoven, the pressures from the wider society are
seen at work on the individual and the family, personal
experience and the generalised message of communal tradi-
tion co-exist. The ‘processes’ of settlement and accultura-
tion are seen as patterns of individual choice between
alternatives which lie on both sides of the shadowy bound-
ary between the Jewish community and the wider urban
society. Oral testimony also offsets and complements the
viewpoint of the elite as this is reflected in the documentary
record. The realities of individual lives are set against the
collective myth. Access is also provided to largely undocu-
mented areas of immigrant life: the departure from Russia,
the journey across Europe, the search for lodgings and work
in Manchester, the experiences of the workplace, the home,
the cheder (small unofficial school) and the chevra (small
workshop). Most of all, perhaps, oral history leads away
from an insular Jewish history towards more balanced
explanations of such ordinary immigrant experiences as the
process of finding work.

The question of occupational choice is particularly rele-
vant in this context, since it is one in which Jewish immi-
grants might appear at first sight to have acted very
differently from members of the English working-class
society. For one thing, their range of chosen occupations
was far more limited. Although individual immigrants were
to be found in a great many occupations, the vast majority
were concentrated in a few trades. In Manchester these
were typically tailoring, waterproof garment making, shoe
and slipper-making, cabinet-making, glaziery, petty shop-
keeping and hawking. Until well into the 1920s garment
and furniture workshops, small shops and small-scale trav-
elling commerce accounted for over 90% of the employed
immigrant Jewish population, both male and female.
Substantial sectors of the Manchester economy — notably
cotton mills and engineering works — attracted no Jewish
workers until the 1930s, and then only a handful. Why?

Most of the answers provided by contemporaries and
historians are rooted in the distinctive characteristics of
Jewish life. It is argued, for example, that strictly observant
immigrants — and most of the immigrants were strictly
observant — sought trades in which they might retain their
religious practises intact, and particularly the fundamental
practise of Sabbath observance.® This would have been diffi-
cultin, say, an engineering plant or a cotton mill. Therefore
immigrants chose occupations which either gave them
Jewish bosses (in the many workshops set up by their prede-
cessors) or which, like the various forms of itinerant

commerce, gave them the freedom to organise their own
time. Or it is claimed that the workshop trades and travel-
ling commerce were particularly appropriate to the ‘temper-
ament’ of the immigrants — what Gartner calls their ‘taste
for entrepreneurship’.” John Garrard has written of the
immigrant Jewish worker: ‘He was intensely competitive,
and his great ambition, and, frequently his crowning
achievement in life, was to become a small master with a
minimum of delay,’® an analysis underwritten not only by a
great weight of testimony to government enquiries but also
by so sympathetic an observer as Beatrice \Webb. The Jewish
immigrant worker was typically regarded as in some special
way individualistic, enterprising, independent and daring.
Finally, it is argued that Jewish immigrants were ‘driven
back’ (Bill Fishman'’s phrase) on a narrow range of occu-
pations by the prejudice of English workers in such trades
as engineering.® What all these explanations have in
common is that they rest on the unique traditions, character
and situation of the Jewish immigrant minority.

Such explanations do not stand up well to the test of oral
evidence. It is clear for example, that Sabbath observance,
far from being sacrosanct, soon gave way before the neces-
sity of earning a living. Nor was it by any means certain that
Jewish immigrants would find the Sabbath observed in
workshops owned or managed by their co-religionists. The
pressure of contract work more often made a Saturday
opening essential. One respondent remembers that the
owner himself left the workshop in time to bring in the
Sabbath, while expecting his Jewish workforce to remain.*
Another spoke about his earliest days in the Manchester
garment trade, in the 1890s:

I just put up with it, but ... | hated it.
Can you tell me why you hated it?

Because I didn’tlike it. I didn’t like it to tell you the truth.
I remember the first day, it’s a Shabbos (Sabbath). I had
to go to work — never forget that.

Can you tell me about it?

I didn’t like it, I was broken hearted. | had to go on the
Shabbos to work, the first Shabbos. Still till | got used to
it...

Did Jewish tailors work every Sabbath?
Yes they used to work Shabbos them days, tailors .**

The respondent did not belong to an untypical, irreli-
gious minority for whom the Sabbath was dispensable. On
the contrary, he was clearly close to the heart of the religious
community. Sabbath work was a painful concession to the
necessity of survival in England. A Rabbi remembers with
some sympathy immigrant tailors who came to his Saturday
morning service with the shears from their Friday night’s
work still in their waistcoat pockets.*

A similar situation is revealed in the case of shopkeeping
and the itinerant trades. For the credit draper — a traveller
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Oral history also has a positive contribution to make to
the argument. The existence of certain trades in the Jewish
area is, of course, a reflection of the economic pattern of
Jewish life in Eastern Europe: skilled workers brought their
trades with them. The question is why they were followed
by the unskilled majority (and often by a second genera-
tion), particularly when the trades in question were notori-
ously unstable and exploitative. The answer may well lie in
the narrow concentration of immigrant residence: in
Manchester, in two closely-connected slum districts,
Strangeways and Red Bank. Once drawn into these districts
by ties of kin, country or friendship, the availability of cheap
and congenial lodgings or the accessibility of essential
communal facilities, immigrants were drawn naturally
towards certain trades by the social network in which they
lived. The point was put sharply by a Russian immigrant
who arrived in Manchester in 18% at the age of 13:

Why did you choose capmaking?

Well, I had no other trade. Somebody recommend me ...
They took me to the factory and they showed me how to
learn to do the capmaking.

Who took you?
A friend. No relation at all. No relation.
How; did you meet this friend?

I don’t know how I met him. In the street, talking. Stand-
ing in the corner. He said, ‘Sonny boy, what are you look-
ing for?’ Zocht, ‘I’'m looking for work,” ‘What sort of
work?’ Zocht, ‘I have no trade at all.” Said, ‘Come with
me.” He took me to the workshop and showed me how to
do it with an iron, with everything.”

A machinist, who moved from one ill-paid and physically
exhausting job to the next within the garment trade of the
early 1920s, answered my suggestion that she might have
tried a cotton mill or some other ‘English’ occupation: ‘No,
no. | wouldn’t go into that... You go into what you are,
where the trade is, near you. This is near where you lived.”

One conclusion might be that unskilled Jewish immi-
grants chose their trades not for any special ‘Jewish’ reason,
but for the same reason as everyone else: because they were
the trades of the neighbourhood, the kinship group or the
friendship network. In the case of Jewish workers, all these
ties were likely to co-exist within the confined residential
districts where earlier immigrants had planted trades based
on their Eastern European experience. Occupational choice
was a function of ghettoised residence, however voluntary
the ghetto. It is significant that the son of a Jewish immi-
grant who found his way into engineering belonged to a
family which had settled outside the Jewish district, in
Openshaw, an engineering suburb.?® The son of an excep-
tional Jewish family which settled in the 1890s in one of the
smaller Yorkshire woollen towns actually entered a local mill
as a part-timer shortly before the First World War.*

Another seminal myth is rooted in the concept of

communal solidarity: a view of the Jewish community as a
socially homogeneous, coherent and mutually supportive
group, or, at the very least, one in which the ties of Judaism
overrode social distinctions and divisions. This was substan-
tially the view of Harry Lewis in his classic response to anti-
alienism in the The Jew in London (1901). Of the small
immigrant workshops of the East End, Lewis wrote, ‘there
is practically no class distinction between master and men’,
and elsewhere he argued that the common bond of religion
created working conditions marked by ‘kindliness and good
feeling’.** Amongst recent writers, the authors of Steel City
Jews found the key to the relatively rapid upward social
mobility of Sheffield Jewish families in a quality they specif-
ically describe as ‘ethnic solidarity’.® This view is occasion-
ally echoed in the oral testimony of non-Jews who saw the
Jewish community as a kind of ethnic Freemasonry:

Well, they all seemed to get on more, yes. They always got
on more, more than what we did. No matter how hard we
worked, you know. They got on better. | think it was the
case that they all helped one another there, you know.*

Similar notions of uniformity and solidarity are implicit
in the reductive stereotypes of the anti-aliens, in the more
common non-Jewish perception of the immigrant district
as an undifferentiated and perhaps frightening alien mass,*”
and in the typically romantic recall of Hightown life in Louis
Goldings’ Magnolia Street (1932).

In a more subtle way, the social solidarity of Jewry is not
so much stated as assumed by the historians of Anglo-
Jewry. In so far as reasons for change are sought in any kind
of division, the divisions are seen as distinctively internal:
differences in ritual taste, theological differences, differing
interpretations of the Chief Rabbi’s powers, differences of
nationality, and so on. The tacit assumption is that overrid-
ing these ‘family’ divisions was a wider social coherence. In
other words, social differences themselves are rarely put
forward as explanations of communal change.

And yet the reality was a community as socially lami-
nated as the neighbouring Classic Slum of Robert Roberts:
a world in which real distinctions existed not simply
between the slum and the suburb, but within the slum itself.
A reconstruction of one of the major streets in the immi-
grant district as it existed in the early 1920s suggests the
sharpness of distinctions between the rough and the
respectable. The earliest memories of a woman from a
socially aspiring family, in which the father owned an attic
trouser-making workshop, were of —

the very nice neighbours that we had and, em, the not so
nice neighbours, as far as my memory’s concerned,
because, | don’t know, they were... | can’t say exactly
uncouth...But they were the kind of people who you
really had to understand to get on with. They had very
large families, and some of them could have lived, even in
their large families, in better conditions than they made
for themselves ... At five years mother decided that the
best thing for me was to have this piano business, and if |
went out to play they’d all laugh at me because | wasn’t
one of them.®
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And another resident in the street — who later made a
career as a bookie’s runner — remembers the same family
in this way :

They were a bit, er, on the lofty side, you know,... a bit
higher up than anyone else, say, put it that way, the snob-
bish side. When she talked to yer, 00, she’s come on,
‘Now please don’t play near my door’. The real talk where
people didn’t use that kind of talk in that class what we
were.*

Other immigrant streets were characterised by as many
as ten synagogues, some rooted in differences of language,
nationality or ritual, but many originating in and most
sustained by increasing social segmentation and its accom-
panying struggle for status and power within immigrant
society. ‘Now all those people that lived in that part’, one
informant put it, ‘were all comfortable Jews, so they didn’t
mix with the ones that lived in our part of Morlton Street.
Never. Never. They had their own little synagogue at the
top’.* Overlapping and competing immigrant charities
served a similar purpose.

The main thrust of the oral evidence is to suggest the
degree to which immigrants rapidly assumed the ambitions
and gradations of English urban society, although these are
often concealed behind more acceptable rationalisations of
division. One respondent found great difficulty in defining
the difference between her own family and the Levines, who
lived next door:

The Levines were ... she was an English woman, born
here. He was foreign. But she was more foreigner if you
understand what | mean. And they were, | don’t know,
they were, the family were more foreign, they were differ-
ent from us, you know what | mean ... a different outlook,
they were a religious family, very religious family, but they
were brought up more in a foreign way than we were.
They have a different outlook on life, you know what |
mean. Well, for instance, or, we were never allowed to
take food outside. And if we wanted bread and butter, or
bread and jam ‘inside’. When you’ve eaten it, then you
can go out to play. You don’t eat and play. They would sit
on the garden wall there eating nuts, it didn’t matter if the
shells were on the floor, you know, this kind of thing.
Rougher, rougher in ... a rougher way, | should say, a
more foreign way ... They weren’t rough . . I wouldn’t say
they were rough. They were...can’t explain ...they were —
ah different — orm — the more working class outlook, if
you understand what | mean.**

The reluctance with which this respondent reached her
final verdict is evoked even more strongly by the tone,
embarrassed laughter and long pauses of the original
recording.

The greatest gulf separated immigrant society as a whole
from an older-established Jewish elite in the smarter
suburbs of north and south Manchester. One series of
perceptions by upper middle-class Jewish interviewees
recalls Engels’ account of the suburban-dwelling Manch-
ester cotton merchants of the 1840s who chose routes into

the city which spared them the sight of working class slums.
Each of the Jewish respondents quoted below lived in
Cheetham Hill or Higher Broughton and to reach the city
inevitably passed close to the immigrant homes of either
Red Bank or Strangeways:

How did you look upon the immigrants lower down the hill
so to speak, in Red Bank and Strangeways?

They were very remote. Completely remote. We didn’t
know much about them at all. This was another world as
far as we were concerned..

You didn’t walk into Red Bank?
Oh never, no.*

What about Strangeways — do you remember Strangeways
atall?

All I know there was a gaol there.*
What was Strangeways like?

Well we were always in the tram or on the tram ... so we
didn’t notice it very much.*

What about the people who lived in Red Bank?
Don’t know anything about Red Bank.*

Before the First World War (and even more in the inter-
war years) Manchester Jewry existed as a patchwork of
socially differentiated residential districts, within each of
which were more refined gradations of status.*

This hierarchy was reproduced in both the general insti-
tutional pattern of communal life and within institutions at
the religious heart of Jewish society . The son of a former
caretaker of the mikvahf the ritual baths used by the women
of the community, remembered that

there were three classes of the mikvah, first class, second
class and third class. It depended how rich you were, how
much you gave my mother. The first class had a tallboy...
and chairs and you would get a nice cup of tea and bis-
cuits and things like that ... I can remember the third class
was just like our wash-house, just a plain common-or-
garden bathroom. Mother never asked for any money,
that was a sort of gratuity, you understand.

If she didn’t ask for money, how did she know which
mikvah to put them in?

If you were well-dressed, you know, she went into num-
ber one, do you follow what | mean?*

If anything, social distinction was more powerful in the
minority than in the majority community, since within the
minority it was more territorially and institutionally
confined, more inescapable, and therefore more abrasive.
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Nor is the existence of powerful communal charities to be
taken as contrary evidence. Charity was controlled almost
exclusively by the Anglo-Jewish elite and served the
secondary objective of acculturation. It reached across as
wide a social gulf as English philanthopy of the same period:

Did it make any impact on you, Red Bank?

It smelt ... We once ran a bazaar for charity — | did for
charity work you see. And we ran a bazaar in Cheetham.
And we delivered the stuff and the stench of Red Bank
was terrible. Our people had cars and we went round with
them. But to go to Red Bank! Does it still smell?*

The challenging of the communal myth, hostile stereo-
types and explanations of change based essentially on
communal factors is not to deny the existence of the unique
historical experience of Anglo-Jewry (and Jewry in general)
and the cultural inheritance which is based upon it. It is
simply to suggest a note of caution in the use of ethnicity
as an exclusive (and relatively easy) explanatory device.
Most often explanations require both communal and non-
communal elements. In 1872 a synagogue was founded in
south Manchester to meet the needs of a group of Jewish
families who had settled on that side of the city. Their need
for a new synagogue rested on the orthodox prohibition of
Sabbath travel, since they had moved out of walking
distance of the nearest places of worship. But their reason
for being in south Manchester was social: as a self-
consciously anglicised and more sophisticated group, they
had chosen to distance themselves from an immigrant
nouveaux riches of shop-keepers and workshop
entrepreneurs who were beginning to settle in suburban
Cheetham. The distortion caused by considering only the
communal factor is emphasised by the fact that several
families who joined the south Manchester synagogue
continued to live in the north, contemptuously walking past
their old place of worship on their way to the ‘more conve-
nient’ synagogue in the south.* This mixture of origins may
also be detected in the many communal institutions, such
as the Jews School, the Jewish Board of Guardians and the
Jewish Working Men’s Club, which adapted non-Jewish
models to solve communal problems.* Again, a questioning
of the myth of ‘solidarity’ is not to suggest that the immi-
grant community possessed no coherence, either organisa-
tional or informal. On the contrary, the coherence of the
community helps to explain, for example, the internal trans-
mission and retention of commercial and craft skills derived
from the special historical experience of European Jewry.

This was true, for example, of various forms of itinerant
commerce. Interviews with former travellers suggest a
range of quite specific commercial skills, rooted in the
forced Jewish involvement in commerce and finance in
medieval Europe, and transmitted along lines of kin, friend-
ship and inter-marriage. There was, so to say, a circuit of
commercial expertise accessible to anyone with the right
contact, usually a relative or a friend. So one immigrant was
set up in credit drapery by a relative of his wife, Bernard
Brown, who taught him the elementary skills of travelling
commerce:

What trade was Bernard Brown in?

He was in the credit (drapery) business and that’s how he
set dad up in the credit business too ... | remember dad
saying once that the first time he went out with a pack in
the country districts, you know, and sell it on weekly pay-
ments ... He came back pleased because one customer
had bought nearly everything he’d got. And Mr Brown
said that was very, very foolish,. He said, ‘You could have
got 6d a week from every article instead of 6d a week for
the lot.” He said, ‘You could have made a dozen cus-
tomers, gone back and had six shillings instead of just six
pence.’®

Many other interviews define the points of personal
contact with commercial ‘circuits’ and the informal appren-
ticeships of pedlars, market stall-holders, picture-fakers,
klappers,* mock-auctioneers and so on. The advantage of
such detailed reconstructions is that they provide an answer
to stereotypical explanations of Jewish commercial skill
which rest (depending on the standpoint of the observer)
on the aquisitiveness or the special inventiveness of ‘the
Jewish temperament’ (what Gartner calls ‘Intensity in
seeking out sources of livelihood’).

A balancing of ethnic and non-ethnic elements is also
required in explaining anti-Jewish feeling, not all of which
was antisemitic in the sense of deriving all its force from the
‘Jewishness’ of its targets. There is clear evidence, both
written* and oral, of anti-Jewish activity which centred on
the immigrants’ role as foreigners rather than as Jews: in
the case of the 1915 Lusitania Riots, for example, when the
shops of German pork-butchers and Jewish clothes dealers
and drapers were indiscriminately attacked.”® In the well-
remembered clashes between Jewish and non-Jewish chil-
dren on ‘the hills’, an open area of Strangeways, before the
First World War there is evidence that the fights were as
much about territory as race and in fact closely resembled
the inter-street warfare of such English working-class
districts as Ancoats and Gorton.* In the 1920s, when
Jewish families had penetrated some of the former ‘English’
streets, the battles continued, with Jews and non-Jews on
both sides, as two non-Jewish accounts confirm:

The gang was in Hightown. There was this Hightown
gang and us ... And they used to fight on the hills with
stones. The Hightowners. They used to chase us down
into Bury New Road. They’d start fighting at the top, or
half-way, and more often than not we was outnumbered
and they used to run us down into Bury New Road. The
Hightown Jewish, yes.

And what about your group?

Our group, well ...

Was it Jewish?

No... Well, there was one or two Jewish. Yes there was one

or two Jews with us. Yes. See, the Jewish lads in our street
and round about. Like I was with them. They were born...
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[Marquess of Salisbury] What quantity of laudanum or
preparation of opium have you found sold in any case?

Itis laudanum chiefly; and it is sold in pennyworths or
twopenny worths...”®

For until 1868, the sale of opium in England was
completely uncontrolled; even the restrictions of the 1868
Pharmacy Act, which made its sale the preserve of qualified
pharmacists, did little more than reserve it as a professional
matter. Provided the drug was properly labelled it could be
sold almost as freely as before.

Even through the evidence of parliamentary enquiries,
of inquests and demands for reform reported in the
medical and pharmaceutical journals, come indications of
opium as something other than a dangerous drug, of the
existence of undifferentiated patterns of opium use, in
which other than a dangerous drug, of the existence of
undifferentiated patterns of opium use, in which later
concepts and categories like ‘addiction’, or ‘medical’ and
‘non-medical’ use had little part to play. In the absence of
any regular contact with orthodox medical care, opium as
a ‘cure-all’ and palliative played a considerable part in
working-class live. The Morning Chronicle report on
Manchester in 1849 noted the testimony of druggists in
the mill area. One who carried on ‘an extensive business’
in Ancoats gave evidence which, shorn of its professional
indignation, gives some flavour of the drug’s popular use:

He did not sell much narcotic medicine, but... it was tol-
erably extensively vended in small ‘general shops’ , the
owners of which bought the drug by gallons from certain
establishments which he named... Recipes, which had
been handed down in families for generations, and
which often contained dangerous quantities of lau-
danum were occasionally brought to him to make up, but
he found little difficulty in convincing their possessors of
the noxious character of the ingredients, when he was
sometimes allowed to change their proportions. Some-
times a half -emptied bottle of cordial would be brought,
in order that more laudanum might be put into it...°

Going for opium was a child’s errand, just like any other
normal family purchase. Mr Edward Hodgson of Stock-
ton-on-Tees, writing in the 1850s about the possibility of
keeping a record of those who bought the drug,
commented that ‘...the principal part of the... supply of
opium and laudanum is obtained by children, the parents
being known, but not able conveniently to fetch it them-
selves.”” The encounter between seller and purchaser was
matter of fact; the drug had little of its later mystique. ‘I
sell about 2s worth a week of laudanum, in pennorths, for
adults’, reported a Manchester druggist:

Some use raw opium instead. They either chew it, or
make it into pills and swallow it. The country people use
laudanum as a stimulant, as well as the town people. On
market days they come in from Lymm and Warrington,
and buy the pure drug for themselves, and ‘Godfrey’ or
‘Quietness’ for the children.?

The possible uses of oral history in the reconstruction of
these patterns of sale and use are obvious. As a corrective
to official values and interpretations, it can throw light on
the cultural place of opium, on the practicalities of the
mechanics of its preparation and sale, on its uses and the
attitudes to it of both sellers and customers. It gives some
idea of how changing official attitudes to the drug were
accepted at the ‘grass roots’ — or whether they in fact pene-
trated there. The present study had its limitations, in that
respondents’ memories at the very earliest dated back to
the early 1900s (and in one case, by proxy, to the 1880s).
Opium had then already been subject to a form of legal
control for over forty years, and was about to be more
strictly controlled by the 1908 Poisons and Pharmacy Act.
This placed opium and preparations containing over 1%
morphine in part one of the poisons schedule. It could only
be sold to a purchaser known to the vendor, or in the pres-
ence of another person known to both, and a signature was
required in the poison book. The study also had a profes-
sional bias, in part because of the way in which informants
were sought. Only two of the twenty-three people who
spoke and corresponded about opium were not qualified
pharmacists or doctors.

Yet the strident professionalism of the journals was
never obvious; many appear to have shared some of the
values and attitudes of their customers. The picture their
evidence presents can be supplemented from other
sources; but the present paper will focus specifically on the
oral evidence.

Preparation of opium

A malt loaf sized block of opium arrived every Monday in
one shop in Louth, Lincolnshire. It came from Lofthouse
and Saltmer, wholesale chemists in Liverpool.® It was one
of the duties of apprentice pharmacists (apprenticeship was
at this period still a very common way of entering the
profession) to prepare the drug for sale. This was one of
my duties in the early days of my apprenticeship’, recalled
one. ‘Small pieces were cut from a chunk of opium and
put into small pill boxes...”™ In a village on the edge of the
Fens in 1903, a similar process was followed.

We bought opium in 56 pound lots, peeled off the skin,
softened it by pounding it with a little honey in a mortar
and then making quarter ounce, half ounce and one
ounce loaves, wrapping them in Rouse’s red waxed
paper. The price | think was fivepence, tenpence and one
and six... We made laudanum in 5 gallon lots — using the
peel off the opium and labelling it ‘Not B.P..."**

An apprentice who worked in Spalding between 1910 and
13 prepared opium by ‘scooping I think thirty, sixty and
120 grains... from a block of Turkish opium, rolling the
sticky mass in French chalk, and shaping and wrapping it
in greaseproof paper... a small piece would be pinched
from the piece swallowed... Laudanum was freely sold and
we had a printed label on the container...”** There is some
confusion about which version of the drug was most popu-
lar; in general, laudanum (tincture of opium) seemed to
be more widely sold by the early years of the twentieth
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when you start to prepare for smoking, you get an
enamel Joowl without a crack or a break in it, the opium
is put into the bowl, with water, and they go round to
every bed in the house where opium smoking takes place
and you scrape the bowl of the pipes.

This was all placed on a stove

and after a time it just starts to boil. And they will sit there
for hours, one man, you know how they sit on a form...
They got a long feather of a bird, a large bird, and they’ll
just skim the top of the opium, and until that opium is
absolutely perfect without a bubble on it, and it’s boiled
to the amount that they’ve tested, and that’s that, and
they’ll go and get the Chinese earthenware jars with a lid
and they’ll fill them up as best they can.*

Smoking the drug was a complicated matter:

You get a shilling’s worth offish oil... The glass on the
light is a great thick heavy glass, four inches thick, it’s
only about seven or eight inches high... now the pipe is
about 15-18 inches long, on the end of the pipe there’s a
bowl. In the surface of the bowl, there’s a small hole.
When you’ve fot your vessel, a lemon or small tin, you
dip your needle into the substance, the opium and place
it over the light... not too near, just so as it will frizzle, like
bacon, and twist it, and twist it until it become sticky,
solid sticky substance, warm that up and place the bowl
of the pipe over the lamp, put the needle through the hole
of the bowl of the pipe. That leaves the opium on the
bowl of the pipe...*

The opium pipe was then placed over the lamp and the
smoke continuously inhaled until the dross in the bowl of
the pipe was dried out.

But of the opium ‘den’ there was little sign — ‘you’d
push a door open and you’d see them smoking’. The
Chinese opium smokers were not evil or vicious, but ‘ordi-
nary working people that come in... and have their pipe,
because they’re paid off from the shipping and they have
their pleasure time in the Causeway as long as their money
lasts.” The lodging houses where smoking took place were
more akin to social clubs; certainly the image of stupor and
lassitude accepted as part of the opium ‘den’ stereotype
found little foundation in reality.

I’ve known them to get up at eight, seven or eight in the
morning smoking opium twice, two periods of opium, and
then go and do their duty, do their work, and they won’t
go to bed before eleven o’clock at night... When they start
to smoke opium, they’ve always got their own crowd, all
clamouring to talk together, they’re all... countrymen, one
province... with the opium lamp going, and a fire agoing
the place gets steaming hot!*

Attitudes towards addiction

Here was a matter of fact acceptance of a practice which
was publicly presented in very different terms. Addiction
too, was viewed in much the same way by pharmacists who
came into contact with it. By the 1900s, when most of

them began work, what had once been seen as the ‘opium
habit’ or ‘opium eating’ had become classified as a disease,
a medical matter requiring treatment and control. ‘Opio-
mania’, ‘chronic poisoning by opium’, ‘morphinism’ and
‘morphinomania’ made their appearance in the medical
journals and texts. The establishment of such medical
perceptions and values had obvious parallels in other areas.
Homosexuality, poverty, insanity, were coming under
scientific scrutiny at the same time; and the putative objec-
tivity of scientific definitions of abnormality replaced the
previous moral outlook on ‘bad behaviour’. Social expla-
nations were largely excluded in favour of individually
oriented definitions based to a large extent on biological,
and later, hereditary, predisposition. In the case of drug
addiction, a number of consequences followed. Disease
views were notably framed with middle class hypodermic
morphine — using addicts in mind; working class
consumers of oral opiates were less prominent in the text-
book discussions. Morphine certainly had a greater
physiological effect and was to that extent more ‘danger-
ous’; but the available evidence suggests that numbers of
morphine addicts were in fact low. Medical perceptions
were coloured by the type of patient most often seen.
Hypodermic morphine, as a more expensive means of
adminis- tration, was more likely to be given under medical
supervision; and the apparent middle-class basis of the
phenomenon of addiction aided the acceptance of its
disease nature.* The dissemination of this medical ideol-
ogy undermined the idea of the ‘moderate’ addict — those
who could manage on the same controlled dose of the drug
for years on and without noticeable deterioration. Present
judgement concurs with the earlier view that opiates
produce no directly damaging or life-shortening effect on
the body and that low level addiction need not be a physi-
cally damaging condition. The variety of patterns of drug
use, replacing the stereotype of ever-escalating and damag-
ing dosage, is only just being rediscovered.* But in the late
nineteenth century and in the early years of the twentieth,
there were expanding discussions of treatment and moves
to secure the compulsory detention of addicts under the
terms of the inebriate acts, moves which again had clear
parallels in, for instance, the discussion of labour colonies
to deal with the ‘residuum’ of undeserving poor.

It is easy enough to write of this ideology as if it was
formulated in a vacuum. The doctors’ busy elaboration
disease views of addiction were clearly expressing the values
and outlook of that elaboration disease views of addiction
were clearly expressing the values and outlook of that
section of the expanding professional middle-class of which
they were part. But how far were the views they expressed
at the official level accepted among consumers and sellers
of the drug? The medical ideas of disease and treatment,
of professional intervention, in fact appear to have made
little impact among pharmacists in day-to-day contact with
consumers of opium. Most had at least one regular
customer who stood out as taking particularly large quan-
tities of laudanum. ‘In my apprentice days, we used to have
a few drinkers’, recalled a pharmacist who began work in
Battersea. One of his customers who bought a two ounce
bottle regularly knew the limit of her dose — ‘her usual
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labour as a result of labour ‘shortage’, West Indians of
African extraction were to be found aboard British ships
bound for Liverpool, Bristol and Cardiff. The 1914-18
war accelerated this process as native workers, sent to the
battlefields of France, were replaced by women and West
Indians in munition factories and in merchant ships.
There was also the West Indian Regiment (which provided
valuable experience for some future West Indian leaders)
comprised of loyal colonials, many of whom died along-
side other colonials and British workers on the fields in
France.”

Nor was this relationship between West Indian labour
and British capital only a capital-labour one in its strict
economic sense; it had, inevitably, an increasingly wider
social and political significance. From the sixteenth
century sizeable pockets of black folks were to be found
in the country. As early as the 1590s, by which time the
English peasantry had been significantly uprooted from
the land and transformed (partly) into vagabonds in the
towns, the state outlawed both vagabondry as a felony
and black folks as an undesirable element in the country.
Thus, although the first black people in the country in the
1550s appeared to have been strong men ‘who could well
agree with our meates and drinks’® but, naturally, both-
ered by the cold, by an Act of Elizabeth in 1596 it was
stated that:

there are lately divers blackamoores brought into the
realm, of which kind of people there are already here too
manie (emphasis added) considering how God hath
blessed this land with great increase of people of our
ownie nation as anie countrie in the world, whereof
manie for want of service and meanse to sett them in
work fall in idleness and to great extremytie... that those
kinde of people shall be sent forth of the lan de...°

Already we see here a basic response of those who take
decisions in Britain towards black workers: ‘pulled’ into
the country to meet the demands of ‘labour shortage’, as
the contradictions between various capital interests or
between capital and labour begin to express themselves in
political terms, the black workers are ‘pushed’ out as a
‘solution’ to some of the problems which are to be expected
in capitalist societies. During the period of slavery there
were many black people in the country, especially in the
eighteenth century when they were popular, Shyllon tells
us, in London and provincial towns as body-servants.*® By
the end of the period of trading in slaves directly from
Africa there were sufficient black people in the country to
give spur to the humanitarian drive to have them repatri-
ated to West Africa — hence the founding of Sierra Leone,
a venture eventually opposed by the leading black
spokesman of the time, Olaudah Equiano.™

The small groups of men who arrived intermittently at
British ports as sailors from the 1880s to the 1940s formed
a visible part of the working-class. They settled, typically,
close to each other at city-ports and married local girls. It
is not surprising, therefore, that many West Indians who
had fought in the Great War settled in these cities also.
Their settlement was not a quiet one. In 1919-20 as a

result of the worsening economic conditions of the time,
native workers expressed their frustrations in no uncertain
racial terms. The black communities of Bute Town
(Cardiff) and Liverpool were attacked-the early British
precedents of the ‘race riots’ race-relations experts are so
fond of going to the USA to learn about. As previously, the
‘solution’ arrived at by the government of the day was to
repatriate black workers to the West Indies and to West
Africa, although even so, some remained in the cities they
had settled.

The landing of the SS Empire Windrush, however,
marked a new and significant stage in the relationship
between black labour and British capital. For the rejuvena-
tion and expansion of the economy after the War a cheap
and reliable source of labour was at least useful if not abso-
lutely necessary. The women who had manned the facto-
ries during the war were quickly replaced by the men
returning from the front. No doubt female labour could
still be had at a cheaper rate than male labour, but it would
appear that this was not a sufficient nor reliable source of
reserve labour for industry. Indians, Pakistanis and West
Indians could provide Britain with an almost inexhaustable
source of this type of required labour, much as Southern
Europe, North Africa and Turkey provided North West
Europe with the required reserve of labour in the same
period. The hypothesis may also be advanced that if female
labour was cheap, labour from the Commonwealth was
attractive to employers because not only was it cheap, it
was also amenable to control.

First generation immigrant labour was cheap for a
number of reasons which are often overlooked. Although
these workers were shifting thousands of miles and to very
different climates from their own, they had to stand the
expenses of moving and resettling. They were prepared to
do work which native labour was not prepared to do and
were therefore likely to keep wages for these jobs at a level
which could not be maintained without their presence.
There was also the tendency for first generation immi-
grants not to lay claims on the social amenities provided
by the state. Immigrant labour could be easily controlled
through legal instruments. The first of these points may be
illustrated by direct reference to my conversations with
workers from the West Indies:

And how much was the fare [from Jamaica] in those
days, can you remember?

(Wife): Oh, | paid £85.13.0
(Husband): My own was £85, that’s right.

Did you have to save-up to do this? Did you have to bor-
row? Was the money hard to come by?

(Wife): Well, at that time my husband was here, so it was
quite different you know.

(Husband): Not really because I used to do lorry busi-
ness, you know; and after finding that things wasn’t
working all right, I just set out, you know.
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To the same question another worker from Jamaica
responded thus:

It was easy for me really, because we wasn’t that badly
off. I was a mason-builder, and we could find the money
easily.

The same worker went on:

Well, I have a brother at the time over here, and a sister,
and they want me to come — 1956. | refused — they even
sent me the fare; 1956 my sister sent me the fare and |
didn’t come. 1958, sent me the fare again, | didn’t come
until1960. Well, most of my friends was leaving — com-
ing to England —all friends and cousins... so | was com-
ing from work one Friday and | saw them going to the
Travel Service place — | went in with them ... Well, |
booked my passage at the same time because | did have
money with me.

Whereas in the 1930s new groups of black people in
the country were of a transitory nature for example,
students and intellectuals, in the 1950s and the following
decades the new groups were brought almost entirely into
the centres of industrial life. Adult immigration from the
West Indies came to a peak in the late 1950s, by which
time many husbands were in the position to send for their
wives and children who could work. The use of black
immigration as a political issue between the parties, result-
ing in the first of several restrictive measures in 1962,
stimulated a rush on the part of more parents to bring
their younger children to Britain in case a desire should
arise (as inevitably it did) to stay longer than originally
intended. In this way the black population not only
increased noticably but also became more stable and cohe-
sive.”?

A framework for analysis

Generally speaking, these developments have been treated
as purely peripheral or incidental to the emergence and
reproduction of modern British society. Traditionally,
therefore, black people appeared in the pages of British
history either as appendages in the fields of colonial and
imperial histories or as sudden apparitions in paintings of
the leisurely age of Walpole and his immediate mid-eigh-
teenth century successors and in lines of poetry of the same
period. Where black people were spoken of explicitly it was
in connection with what others were said to have done on
their behalf, like the struggle in parliament and the press
over the ending of the slave trade with Africa or the
humanitarian impulse behind the founding of Sierra
Leone. This situation amounts to the relegating of a
people’s experience to the margins of the greater totality
of which they are a part.

Currently, of course, there is a great deal of interest in
black people in this country and the growing body of liter-
ature on this section of the working class reflects two
important social factors. In the first instance the literature
reveals the liberal’s concern for social harmony and, in the
second, it betrays a desire to satisfy sentiments of a largely

cultural nationalist nature on the part of an increasingly
vocal, if small, black middle-class. The liberal urge has
encouraged a sociological trend with a two-fold purpose:
it aims at ‘explaining’ the ‘strange’ phenomenon of black
people and to influence decision-makers at local and
national levels. From such a perspective black workers are
reduced to a ‘problem’ to be categorised and explained in
terms of poor housing, low educational levels and alien
cultural traits. Racism is recognised but it is identified as
cause rather than effect, as if it has explanatory value. One
important consequence of the liberal concern has been
that it has partly contributed to the legitimacy for the
expansion of State functions into social life. In this regard
state expansion involves the preemption of much of black
radicalism by incorporating particular elements within
their platform.

The upsurge in black cultural awareness which accom-
panied the revolt of young black labour has had important
positive implications for the struggle of black workers but
there are also some grave pitfalls. Whereas the slogan
‘black power’ or the question of black consciousness in the
face of white racism in Britain has been very useful in
strengthening one major pillar of the cultural background
of black workers, in the hands of elements of the black
middle-class black consciousness has come to form the
alleged basis for a political strategy in a struggle they
perceive to be pitched between blacks and whites, irrespec-
tive of class considerations. This situation has also left
many older and concerned parents bewildered regarding
prescriptions for the future of their children.

Both trends are, admittedly, simplified as presented here
and in reality they represent powerful social forces or
moods which are very complex. The simple point to be
made, however, is that neither tendencies point the way to
a rigorous and comprehensive history of black people in
Britain. One direction leads to the discovery that black
people, generally, also had a great past and great leaders;
the other points to ‘problems’ and ‘crises’ which call for
good and responsible management, but management
nonetheless.

This state of affairs is, hopefully, in the process of being
corrected. For example, Shyllon’s work on black people in
eighteenth century England® and the work of Mike Phillips
for the BBC television network, “The Black Man in
Britain” (1974)* were important pointers in the first part
of the present decade. These efforts, however, do not
furnish a general framework for a comprehensive history
of black people. The general framework being suggested
here is that black people in Britain should be seen within
the context of the various phases of capitalist development
and thereby showing the different forms that black labour
has taken under capitalism. These may be summarised
thus:

(i) Early Capitalism and Slavery

It was necessary for capitalism at this particular phase
to resort to practices of an earlier mode of production
(slavery) because, after settlement, there was a dramatic
drop in the local population and therefore labour had to
be imported into the New World. Moreover, the abun-
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dance of land, as Marx correctly observed,™ meant that
planters could not successfully transplant the relations
of production developed in England to the colonies.
Every new ship load of free labourers from Europe soon
established themselves independently and there was no
way of reproducing the exact capital-labour relationship
without resort to crude and brutal force. This problem
of labour, itself arising out of the general problem of
colonisation for the purposes of commodity production,
was at the root of slavery, not racism, as is still widely
believed.

(ii) Mature Capitalism and a Free-Labour Force
Slavery had. to a large extent, disciplined and partly prole-
tarianised the slave but his total transformation from ‘slave’
into ‘proletarian’ necessitated the granting of his freedom
to sell his labour-power to whichever employer he
preferred. This transformation coincided with the struggle
between merchant and industrial capitals over mercantilist-
monopolism and free-trade, and was. therefore, not
accidental.

(iii) Monopoly Capitalism and a Reserve Labour
Force

Brought into the West Indies as a slave, the black person
found him or herself on attaining the status of free-
labourer, shifting from one place to another in search of
employment. This process reached its zenith in the mass
emigration of West Indian workers to the USA and
Britain after the last war. The contention here is that this
situation is best seen against the background of the
requirements of monopoly capitalism in the post-war
years. Marx’s insight into the movement of labour within
capitalism is particularly pertinent here. In his view contin-
ued reproduction in the capitalist mode of production and
the accumulation of capital in general entail not only the
availability of an active work-force but also a reserve-
labour force. This reserve-labour force is constantly being
attracted and repelled by capitalist centres of production,
depending on whether the economy is booming or is expe-
riencing one of its periodic crises.*® Developed capitalism
in Britain first pulled the majority of the remaining agri-
cultural workers into an army of reserve labour but before
this source was exhausted the Irish population also
became an important source from which to draw. Under
monopoly capitalism. and especially with the greater inter-
nationalisation of capitalist production since the war,
large sections of the world have become, depending on
old colonial links, so many areas of reserve-labour for
production. In Europe the workforce drawn from these
pools of reserve-labour retain certain characteristics of
their origins, that is, characteristics peculiar to labourers
drawn from a reserve labour force. In Britain during the
fifties and most of the sixties this was not the case. Two
reasons may be advanced to explain this difference. First,
Britain drew upon the reserve-labour force in her ex-
colonies and this was done within the context of the
shifting of labour within the Commonwealth. Second,
unlike the situation in continental Europe, British skilled
and semi-skilled workers could always emigrate to the

white Commonwealth in search of improved standards of
living and this would tend to minimise the degree of
competition for jobs.

Oral history as an added source

For Marxists the importance of the study of socio-historical
phenomena is to understand the objective nature of such
phenomena with a view to changing them. Thus, at one
level it would seem that the study of history involves the
rejection of the individual’s subjective perceptions about
events. For as Marx himself put it, in order to understand
man we cannot ‘set out from what men say, imagine,
conceive nor from men as narrated, thought of, imagined,
conceived in order to arrive at men in the flesh’.*” Rather,
we must ‘set out from real active men on the basis of their
rea/life-process’,”® from which we can then demonstrate
what Marx calls the development of the ideological ‘reflexes
and echoes’ of the real life-processes men experience. This
is another way of expressing his well-known observation
that bourgeois historians have confused the ‘illusions’ of
the bourgeois epoch with the objective characterisation of
that epoch. The point is a simple one: a man’s assessment
of himself is necessarily subjective. And by extension this
reveals at least two basic weaknesses of oral historical data
for the historian weakness, however, which may be found
to be equally present in more acceptable historical
evidence. First, there is its extreme subjectivity arising from
its focus on the individual’s limited and limiting conscious-
ness. Even after the researcher has got together all the
responses of the people he has included in the scope of his
study, he is still not far removed from this subjective posi-
tion; he has still to make statements that are objective as
possible about the data he has in his possession. In other
words, the task of interpreting events is still present. It
follows, therefore, that although the collection of ‘memo-
ries’ of witnesses to, or actors in events can greatly assist
towards the construction of a given history, the historian
must still weigh such evidence against his other sources
(which are also subjective to varying degrees) and must
exercise the traditional skill of narration as well as bearing
the responsibility of reflecting on events and giving an inter-
pretation to them.

The second drawback (more of a danger than a draw-
back as such) is that too much attention to detail could
result in a crude empiricism. If the practice of positivistic
social science were to be adopted uncritically and wholesale
then oral historical research could lead to arguing by
numbers (for example, how many respondents said x or
y). The point is that numbers cannot argue for themselves
and where they do they do not do so eloquently; oral
historical research must not therefore become another way
of demonstrating the allegedly value-free, neutral position
of established social science. The use of techniques from
the social sciences should not be made to pretend to
preempt the traditional role of the historian as interpretor
of his material.

For oral historical evidence has a positive contribution
to make insofar as it brings the historian closer to ‘real’,
active, men on the basis of their ‘real-life processes’, and
can thereby help the historian to better understand the
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other sources do not. Empathy with the interviewee,
patience with his or her manner of responding and a
general working knowledge of his or her background are
very important factors. For example, knowing the rift that
exists between town and country in Jamaica is extremely
useful when interviewing a worker from that country.
Finally, oral historical research of this preliminary nature
has indicated that this is a rich source for data which will
dispel some of the common and superficial observations
regarding black workers in this country.

Conclusion

For the historian of black labour in Britain, therefore, oral
historical research is both desirable and feasible. Diffi-
culties such as the choice of location or aspects to
concentrate on are not insurmountable and may in fact

prove to be a stimulating exercise. Material collected in
this manner has the advantage of highlighting aspects of
working-class history which are passed over in the official
and semi-official literature that exists and the works of
conventional historians. Properly handled, therefore, oral
historical evidence brings the historian to the common,
day-to-day events of people’s lives and offers an oppor-
tunity of seeing these events from the perspectives ofthose
who participated in them. In brief, then, the point is that
the weaknesses of oral historical data are far outweighed
by the insights it is capable of affording the historian who
is not only interested in recording salient events in which
‘great’ men were involved nor in simply narrating ‘events’
in accordance with conventional wisdom, but has an
interest in how the working-class perceives its reality
within the context of changing that reality.
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ment who clearly resented the exposure of the work condi-
tions. Unlike their Lancashire counterparts these women
had no cabin, heating or protection from rain or snow. Yet
ironically the very fact that it was war time prevented her
from being sacked — she and the other screen lasses were
badly needed by the coal industry.

But just as pit women could be applauded when
required, so could they be quietly discarded when no
longer needed. In the 1950s the National Union of
Mineworkers and the National Coal Board adopted a
policy that disabled miners or those in danger of redun-
dancy should replace them as they retired. Colliery
closures, the use of mechanised tumblers for tipping coal,
washeries and rapid loading schemes affected different pits
at different times but they an pointed towards female
manual labour becoming superfluous. Many were made
redundant in circumstances which today would be viewed
as blatant discrimination against women. One former pit
woman explained that she lost her job because manage-
ment used the excuse that women were forbidden to do
nightwork. They replaced them with men who, it was
argued, could operate the new coal washer at night.**
Today the women remember with some bitterness the Jack
of adequate warning and the low compensation. Yet those
who left work in the 1950s-60s did so in the context of a
rapidly declining industry not yet reinvigorated by talk of
an energy crisis. At the same time the so-called ‘affluent’
society did not concern itself with the fortunes of displaced
women pit workers. Unlike their predecessors of 1842,
they were not forbidden to work by Jaw and so Jacked the
attendant publicity and potential of uniting to fight legis-
lation. There was no fixed date when all pit brow women
had to leave work. Their numbers had been dwindling for
many years and the women’s movement had not yet made
its resurgence. They were from mining families where the
work demands of the male collier had always been
paramount and in the National Union of Mineworkers
which clearly felt its allegiance to the majority of its
members rather than to the women.

On leaving their employment they became part of a
localised, romanticised folk memory. This was reinforced
by the existence of photographs and postcards. Many had
been taken during the earlier pit brow debates and depicted
the women in pit gear posing against highly decorative and
incongruous photographic studio backgrounds. One
Lancashire paper now referred to the women as the
‘shawled, clogged “bicep girls”of a past mining era... the
brawny pit lasses... The age of mechanisation has swept
them into history’ (my emphasis).*

Where women have received some attention from coal
mining historians it has usually been as the wives and
mothers of miners. Not only is their childhood and young
working life usually ignored, but almost invariably they
have been considered from the standpoint of the male
miner, helping to elucidate his little-known world. They
have appeared too as widows, the surviving victims of
explosions, though they have tended to disappear quite
rapidly once the story of an accident has been told.
Certainly the back-up support provided by miners’ wives
has been crucial, particularly since dust, disablement and

death have been the biggest offerings from the mine.
Family strength and resilience have needed to be in plenti-
ful supply. The emphasis on providing comforts for the
miner whose work demands have been so exacting (partic-
ularly before mechanisation) has helped produce cohesive
family units and traditional attitudes towards women. But
history, literature and community studies have tended to
present and reinforce views of miners’ families and villages
essentially through male eyes. Women’s behaviour is
refracted through the men’s views and represented as a
response but not as an alternative starting point in trying
to understand the society. Ronald Frankenberg’s refreshing
re-assessment of the community study Coal is our Life
points at the extent to which studies of mining have not
only accepted but have internalised the male miners’ eye
view.'® Family life and the social relations of production
within families require examining from the perspectives of
both men and women.

The impact of the separation of home from production
in the labour market and a shifting(though there ts a
danger in posing too rigid a distinction between home and
paid work. It is necessary to relationship between men and
women. Joanna Bornat has argued for ‘an approach which
seeks to understand men and women, their institutions,
interractions and self conceptions, in terms of their living
and working relationships rather than an abstraction of
either sex at home or at work’.*” The pit women’s experi-
ences can provide another way of demolishing some of the
artificial distinctions between the work situation and the
domestic economy. Women’s and men’s work needs
viewing in the light of their whole and differing life cycles,
their positions as individuals, as parents and members of a
family and as part of a working class involved in produc-
tion. Considering the daily lives of the pit women means
looking at the maintenance of unequal relationships in
terms of class and gender and challenging the stereotype
of the female sex in the mining community seen at just one
possible stage in her life, as the miner’s wife. Not only did
many pit women never marry but the wives of miners
might themselves have been and in some cases continued
to be, pit workers.

The majority did leave work when they married. At
certain collieries (such as Blundells’ collieries at Pemberton,
Lancashire) no married women could be employed. The
married women who worked appear to have done so either
because they had no children to keep them at home, or
because they were at a particular stage in the family cycle
where children were young and an additional bread-winner
was needed to boost the income. A number left the pit on
marriage, returning later as widows. Mining employment
might be the only means of holding on to a colliery house.
Most pit women were however single and many were
teenage girls. This fact immediately calls into question the
nineteenth century charges that pit lasses were neglecting
their homes and families by working. Yet these accusations
were hardly surprising since they were predicted upon an
assumed moral threat, a reality of cheap labour competition
and a domestic ideal of womanhood which ensured that
they were anyway always portrayed as potential wives and
mothers. The practice however never fitted the theory
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1918 war was followed by their acceptance as members of
the Lancashire and Cheshire Miners’ Federation. Yet many
miners still had considerable reservations about such work.
Misgivings were rooted in the long struggle waged with the
coal owners in the nineteenth century when pit women had
been outside the union and exploited as cheap. convenient,
unorganised labour and their work defended by these same
men who were so distrusted by the miners. Although by
1918 the miners recognised the need to negotiate decent
wage rates for their fellow workers and members and
accepted that screening might be reasonable employment,
they were still concerned about whether other jobs might
be suitable. They explained that they found the practice of
women pushing tubs ‘a disgrace’ and they stressed that ‘to
handle the full tubs out of the cage to the tippler and tip
them, we consider is work for males only’. They also argued
that women should not be put in charge of any machinery.*
Mining women were not always free to attend union
meetings. Frequently the men’s political activity was made
possible by the fact that their womenfolk were undertaking
the vital household tasks. Pit women and miners’ wives
might be most active in opposing high food prices in their
community. It is important to consider what issues would
have appeared most pertinent to them. The difficulties of
balancing household budgets and the need for regular
payment of wages were particularly relevant and recurring
problems. In addition women in mining communities have
an impressive record of asserting solidarity with miners in
times of industrial conflict. In Lancashire pit girls raised and
collected money during strikes.* Practices have of course
varied not just over time but between and within coalfields.
Certainly in the traditionally militant mining villages of
south Wales women have played a crucial part in maintain-
ing community and class consciousness. The Welsh pit
woman interviewed recalled how she was fined £1 for
throwing a brick at a policeman who was protecting a black-
leg miner in her village.* In a relatively new mining commu-
nity in a neighbouring valley one miner’s wife started a
women’s section of the Labour Party, which, during the
General Strike found its own way of exerting influence.

There was a man that was lodging in the village here and
he went to work. And so we women got together. we
decided to go to the pit to meet him coming out. And we
had sticks and brooms you know, like you had and one of
our members pinned a white nightdress on a broom and
we marched right to the pit and waited for him to come
out. And when he came out we marched behind him bleat-
ing and whatyoucall until he came up to a house up here
in the avenue where he was lodging and we chanted out-
side and then we went to our homes, like. And we heard
the next morning that he had gone away in the night. *

Such episodes demonstrate both continuity in the exer-
cise of traditional community action and the value of
considering how the women became involved in the men’s
politics, how they related to other women and themselves
helped to shape social relations in the community, even
though they may view and relate their contributions in very
modest terms.

How have the pit women remembered their past? It is
not just a question of what they tell. Why and how do they
concentrate on particular features, and reject, consciously
or otherwise, other aspects of their past experiences?
Confusions in detail, silences and gaps can be highly signif-
icant. Omissions in a narrative can point not so much to a
confirmation that oral history can be an unreliable and
misleading method of historical research as to an indication
of some ofthe complex ways in which memory works..lit
Oral history does not need to be the search for a ‘truer’ form
of history even though it might in the process be providing
a valuable corrective to other sources by its more ‘human-
ised’ and everyday.personal focus. Through its revelation
of what memory has made of the past it can however permit
investigation of the ways in which peoples’ perceptions of
past time interact with the present, and so approach wider
questions about the nature and purpose of history. The
creation of myths about the past can be a means of coping
with the difficulties of the present, or of erasing parttcularly
painful experiences and rejection by other groups.

Perhaps the most striking feature about the interviews
with the pit women has been the uniformtty of their
responses. When asked if they liked their work, all, with only
one exception, emphasised, indeed, reiterated time and
again how much they had enjoyed it. Seven volunteered the
information that if it were possible and they were younger,
they would be back working again at the pit. Despite the
fact that a number of them had some other form of employ-
ment (usually either for a short ttme before beginning at the
pit or after being made redundant) pit work was always the
job they enjoyed best. The other jobs were, however, on
their own admission, lighter and easier. These included
ancilliary jobs at the pit (chiefly cleaning and canteen work),
factory work, serving school meals, domestic service, shop
and pub work, and hotel work. The fact that over half the
women interviewed were made redundant and therefore did
not leave their jobs of their own free will would have influ-
enced their feelings about the work. The likelihood of
romanticising about the past, enhanced in this instance by
their being the last generation of pit women, must be borne
in mind; as must the fact that they were being interviewed
precisely because they had worked at the pit. But at the
same time their insistence on their enjoyment of their work
is still remarkable:

Oh, I loved every minute of it. Oh I did. I loved every
minute of it. *

And another woman:

It was hard work but we loved it. Ah we loved it, we loved
it.AD

It cannot be completely explained in terms of nostalgic
reminiscing about one’s youth. The last two women to leave
were interviewed only three years after they ceased to work
and anyway some of the women remained at pit work until
they were elderly, retiring at 60. Just under half were in
work until and, in a few cases, beyond the 1950s. Although
it can be argued that the women who came forward to be
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quite become graphic

novels. Only a few format that the editors
grown-ups were normally eschew.
interested. And of Although given the

course, the article was layering of interpretation

Dundee, where 1 live, was once a city whose comic industry
dominated the British market. Indeed Dundee still
produces a huge number of comic papers which include
the Hotspur, Beezer, Warlord, Twinkle, Victor, Suzy, Hornet,
Bunty, Beano, Commando, Judy. Having mispent my child-
hood on the sort of material that makes liberals cringe, |
grew into a youth and forgot Korky’s japes and dying Japs
in favour of the imported comix from the United States.
These comix were more sophisticated in style and content,
more subversive and outrageous, than anything produced
in Britain. Drawn by people like Robert Crumb and other
Underground artists, they were usually well hidden under
my bed so that the prying parental eyes were not offended.
Amongst the Freak Brothers and Fat Freddie’s Cat, Gurus
and Yetis, there was the cartoon work of the young Art
Spiegelman who was quoted in The Apex Treasury of
Underground Comics (1974), as saying that ‘As an art form
the comic strip is barely past its infancy. So am I. Maybe
we’ll grow up together.’

Art Spiegelman returned to my life a couple of years
ago when a friend lent me a copy of Raw, ‘the graphix
magazine of abstract depressionism’, published yearly in
New York, and edited by Francoise Mouly and Art
Spiegelman. Inserted in the magazine was a booklet which
turned out to be a chapter of Spiegelman’s Maus, the
comic strip story of his father’s life in Nazi occupied
Poland.

Maus is an incredible use of cartoon, but what
impressed me even more was that the strip explicitly stated
that the story was based upon oral interviews made by
Spiegelman with his father. Two great loves in my life were
combined: interviewing and cartooning. Determined to
find out more | wrote to the artist and asked him what he

presented in an interview  and meaning explored by

Graham Smith,
Spiegelman, it felt like Professor of Oral
the right thing to do. So,  History, Newcastle
thank you editors of Oral  University

History, then and now.

thought of oral history. Never expecting a reply | was
excited when through my door came a bundle with a New
York post mark. It contained several chapters of Maus and
a cassette on which were some extracts of the original
interviews with his father, and, on the other side, Spiegel-
man’s answers to my questions. Thanks Art.

Here is an edited version of an interview conducted
between Dundee and New York which perhaps proves that
cartoons and cassettes can bridge the Atlantic and through
which something important can be told.

Could you describe the historical methods used in creating
Maus?

I have no background per se in oral history. Long after
the interviews | did with my father I found a book on oral
history, read it, and found out that maybe | have gone
about itin an unorthodox way — | don’t know. But since
it was my father the situation was very unspecific, and
was so laden with psychological undercurrents | don’t
know if | could have perceived it in any other way than |
had.

Maus, the book I’'m working on, grew out of a comic
strip I did in 1971for an Underground comic book. A
three page strip that was based on stories of my father’s
and mother’s that | recalled being told in childhood.
When 1 finished the 1971 strip, | was pretty much
estranged from my father, | went back to him and
showed him the strip as an excuse to renew contact with
him. Some of the information he gave me at that point
actually made me go back and rework the three page
strip. And that led me to tape his experiences in more full









which 1 tried to get likenesses of everyone | would be
involved in a rather different endeavour. I’d be a kind of
counterfeiting reality, in that | would be making the pre-
tence of being a camera wandering through the ghettoes
of Europe. That would be something far enough away
from my own direct experiences that any attempt to do
so would be doomed in failure.

By using these mask-like faces, where characters look
more or less the same, a sketchier drawing style, | am
able to focus one’s attention on the narrative while still
telling it in comic strip form. So that distancing device

actually brings one closer to the heart of the material
than a true comix approach.

Another thing I suppose is the fact that I’'ve chosen to use
a very sedate comic strip format. If one compares the
panel layout in Maus to say a Marvel or Japanese comic
it’s rather quiet. Most of the boxes are nice rectilinear
forms, and even rows — not very chaotic. It creates a kind
of quietness and it makes you enter in, rather than it
aggressively coming out and grabbing your eyeballs. I've
done other comic strip work in the past, and probably
will do others in the future, that have a stronger, more
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overt, visual component. In this instance | wanted it to
be quiet in that it would force the reader into a relation-
ship with the strip.

In looking at other art and literature that’s been shaped
from the holocaust — a histrionic term | find problematic
—that material is often very high pitched, very histrionic.
And I've always been put off it a bit; in that the material’s
so horribly strong. That pitching for a tear or for an emo-
tional response seems redundant. | felt a need for a more
subdued approach, which would incorporate these dis-
tancing devices like using these animal mask faces.

Another aspect of the way I’ve chosen to use this material
is that I’'ve entered myself into the story. So the way the
story got told and who the story was told to is as impor-
tant if not a more important part of the story than solely
my father’s narrative. To me that’s at the heart of the
work. | suppose that’s a distancing device in that one is
constantly brought back to how the story is being told.
And of course being brought back to whose telling the
story and to whom they’re telling the story and how that
colours the information. It leaves more in the control of
the reader to understand, to apply the reader’s intelli-
gence, and to pull out of the material what the reader will.

Some critics might complain that you've trivialised the
treatment of the Jews, how would you reply?

Well, Graham, if it was somebody else asking I'd tell
them t’go fuck themselves — frankly. Uhm, obviously |
wouldn’t put the kind of effort into this project if it was
to trivialise anything.

| suppose that someone saying that would probably
believe that comix are intrinsically trivial. It is my convic-
tion that comix are a medium. They can be used to do
something trivial or used to do something else. Same is
true for novels that range from absolute pornography to
James Joyce and William Faulkner. I believe that it’s true
that comix haven’t been used that way for the most part.
But there are occasional, beautiful, achievements in
comic strips that aren’t at all trivial. As a medium it has
certain advantages and disadvantages. Among the
advantages | would include a certain kind of accessabil-
ity, animmediacy, a certain kind of intimacy that is to do
with the interplay of one’s own handwriting, as
expressed in writing out the balloons and the drawn
signs that represents characters. It’s immediate in that it
appears one step closer to uh the way the mind works
than pure language. It also doesn’t require the high
finance, and working with large groups of people that
making a movie would entail. It allows one to carry more
narrative content than painting. It just has it’s own rules
that’s maybe too complex to go into now. But to work
with an interaction of words and pictures is nothing
intrinsically trivial.

Uh, using the animals allowed me a handle on the mate-
rial. It wasn’t meant t'turn it into a funny animal story.

On the other hand it was intended to allow me to make
reference to and use cartoon conventions, of ideas that
have to do with cat and mouse chases. | suppose one of
the original inspirations to do the story this way was
from seeing old animated cartoons in which cats and
mice are portrayed. Mice are kinda seen as ‘happy dark-
ies’, if you’ll pardon the expression. The way blacks were
portrayed in these early cartoons and the way mice are
portrayed are almost identical: uh, singing and dancing
playing, not being adults with responsibilities.

At first, the genesis of that first three page Maus strip was
that | was asked to take part in an ‘Underground Comic’
that Robert Crumb was part of, and a few other Under-
ground cartoonists who were based in San Francisco
were part of. The only editorial premise was one used
anthropomorphised creatures rather than people. At first
I wanted to do comic strips about black oppression in
America using cats and mice. As | started | realised that
this was a ridiculous thought in that | just didn’t know
enough about the situation to be anything other than a
liberal wimp with good intentions, but not enough
underlying knowledge about the situation to do uhm any
meaningful work. | realised that my own background
included material of oppression which could be more
directly applied.

As soon as the idea hit | realised that there’s all too much
justification for it. The rhetoric of the genocide that the
Nazis used had to do with the extermination of vermin;
it wasn’t murdering people, it was squashing parasites,
lice, rats. In fact there’s a movie — a propaganda film —
uh by a guy named Hitler, called The Eternal Jew.

That was made under Goebbels during World War Two.
In the movie there is a scene of Jews milling around a
ghetto and then it cuts to rats milling around a hole. And
the intertitle is very germain if | kind of find it — I’ll read
it into the microphone here, one moment — let’s see —
yeh, O.K. ‘wherever rats turn up they spread annihilation
throughout the land, destroying property and food sup-
plies. This is how they disseminate disease, pestilence,
leprosy, typhus, cholera, dysentery. Just like the Jews
among mankind; rats represent the very essence of sub-
terane destruction’. Uh I've a number of other quotes
from the Nazi period that also uh cover the same kind of
ground.

And I then would find references to the fact that, in one
history of comix Hitler banned Mickey Mouse from
Germany, ‘cause he thought they were a Jewish art-form
and he hated them as such.

I understand that the metaphor I’'m using is just that.
It’s a metaphor and can’t be carried very far before it
cracks. See on the hand I’m using these mice as Jews,
cats as Nazis, Poles as pigs, uhm dogs as Americans,
and so on, in an ironic fashion, in that on the surface at
least this tends to, uh, verify the Nazi racial theories, and
of course that can’t hold up as a — tsshh, can’t hold up
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even as a metaphor. And as a result the metaphor cracks
anumber of times in the book. There’s a point where my
father’s travelling from prisoner of war camp, sneaking
across the border to his own part of Poland, the Poles
feeling rather antipathic towards the Germans,
although they also bore no love t’the Jews. My father
never mentioned he was Jewish, he was just wearing a
Polish army uniform and said he’d escaped from a pris-
oner of war camp and was trying to sneak back and
some Poles helped him. Now in my comic book if | did
that straight | would have been in a bind in that the Pole
pig looking at the mouse in uniform would be aware
that he was a mouse. So | had my father wearing a pig
mask, that’s a mask on top of a mask, and it’s obviously
there as a way of calling attention to the fact that this
metaphor can’t hold.

Urn also in the course of the book there’s a number of
places where this thing, this dynamic, operates, includ-
ing in chapter five where | include an earlier strip I’d
done about my mother. There’s this mouse cartoonist
who draws a comic strip about his mother commiting
suicide, and uh ‘an there’s the cartoonist drawing about
real humanoid-types, which is a reversal of the situation
that exists in the rest of the book. There is also incorpo-
rated somewhere in that strip a photograph of my
mother ‘n” me. Later in the book there’ll be a photograph
of my father incorporated in the book. All these things
are meant t’call attention to the fact that Am making use

of a set of ideas that I’m not expecting anyone to take lit-
erally. | think that as one read the book one forgets of
course that your reading about anything other than peo-
ple, and this dynamic pulls you up short, makes you
think about the ideas I’'m playing with.

What did your family and father think of Maus?

My father really wanted to put the War behind him as
best he could and start his life over. Uh at best he
couldn’t do that all that well, he would wake up with
nightmares almost every night — couldn’t sleep well —
and had many psychological and physical ailments that
stemmed directly from his experiences in concentration
camps. Nevertheless he never really wanted t’talk about
itall that much. My father was never one of the Jews that
felt the need t’bear witness the same way that many other
survivors had felt that need.

Uhm OK my father by growing up in Poland 19 circa —
you know being a child in the early part of the twentieth
century — did not have much exposure to comic strips
and never really learned to read them or to understand
them. As a result he never had a very clear idea of what it
is | do. Sometimes it would sort of slip his mind that |
was doing anything other than taping, and even that
wasn’t that clear to him. In chapter six I relate the expe-
rience of reading a bit of the work in progress to him and
he responded. What I'll try to do is getta xerox of that —
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that’s a chapter I’'m working on now — so you can take a
look at that.

My mother kept like diaries of her experiences and after
the war she reconstructed those diaries and | remember
seeing notebooks around the house when | was a kid,
that were written in Polish. I didn’t have much interest,
but of course when | wanted to do this project | tried to
find them — they were important. And as it is related in
Maus my father at some point after her suicide destroyed
the diaries, something | don’t think I can ever forgive
him for.

My stepmother seems to have had a much clearer idea of
what it is I’'m doing, and seems to be quite supportive. It
was she that translated the document on the history on
Sosnowiec Jews from Polish to English for me, and has
tried t’help in whatever way she could think.

The only member ofthe family that I’m in touch with is
Lulic, who figures in chapter five ofthe book — my
mother’s nephew. I didn’t interview him and his vantage
point on the book is ‘well why dwell on all this stuff?’
And, ‘this is a hopeless project in that it’s fraught with
the impossibility of saying anything real or accurate.” All
of his reponses reflect his background and his orienta-
tion as an engineer for concrete things — someone who
doesn’t have all that much use for the humanities.

Since this interview was completed Art Spiegelman has
published Maus in the United States where it has sold
45,000 copies and has been a critical success. Penguin and
Deutsch were sold the British and Commonwealth rights,
however when Spiegelman signed the contract he deleted
“South Africa”. In a letter to his London agent, he wrote
that he would not’compromise with fascism’ and wished
to uphold the ANC boycott of all works of art. This stand

led him into conflict with the publishers. In correspondence
with Tom Rosenthal, Deutsch’s co-director, he explained:

Though I have faith in Maus’ message, books are com-
mercial as well as political artefacts of culture. | feel that
I must respect the ANC'’s request for total cultural boy-
cott...since the ANC represents the best hope for change
there. I’'m in the odd position of only wanting the book
to get into South African bookstores if it is banned by the
Government...

Both Deutsch and Penguin argued that refusing to
publish in South Africa amounted to self-censorship,
however Spiegelman maintained his position.

They’re talking about business as usual, with criminals,
and that’s a problem for me. | just can’t allow my book
to be sold by distributors and bookstore owners who,
one way or another, have made their peace with the
regime.

With the publishers refusing a deal which excluded
South Africa it looked like the British edition of Maus was
doomed. However when Spiegelman approached the ANC
in New York for advice they offered a way out of the dead-
lock:

To my surprise and pleasure, the ANC do see the signif-
icance of Maus and its relationship to their battle with
racist oppression. They are currently arranging for a
movement publisher within South Africa to publish it
and make it available there. All profits would go to the
ANC.

This has left Deutsch and Penguin with no option, but
to allow the striking out of South Africa in the contract.
Maus will be published in Britain this spring.
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In a recent radio programme’ the poet Stephen Spender,
who is now in his eighties, described himself as feeling like
a spaceman landed on Earth from another planet. He has
knowledge he can’t communicate because all his contem-
poraries are left behind.

To hear Stephen Spender talk is to be reminded of the
distance which sometimes stretches between generations.
It’s a distance which can feel painful if it means a feeling of
exclusion and the loss of a sense of value. But it can be a
distance to be appreciated if it helps to understand differ-
ences in experience and if it makes us search harder for
continuities between generations.

It seems as if Stephen Spender has somehow missed out
on the widespread interest in reminiscence and oral history
which has spread throughout the British Isles. It is so
widespread and so much a part of working and living with
older people that, for someone like myself who has been
carried along in the midst of what seems like a social trans-
formation, it is difficult to realise how anyone could still be
untouched by it.

In what follows | want to chronicle this movement and
to evaluate its importance for older people, particularly those
older people who are given care and support. Inevitably my
examples are going to come from Britain because that is
where | live and work and inevitably what | talk about is
liable to be translated through my own experience.

What | want to talk about is a movement with very
recent origins. Fifteen years ago or so there was little to
show in history books, in social work textbooks or in
publishing, of any idea that ordinary older people’s life
experience might be of interest or of any value. There were
few exceptions. Writing in 1960, Susan Hale a retired
psychiatric social worker, told of her delight in listening to
elderly people in the Brixton area of South London talk
about their memories of fifty to sixty years before. Noel
Streatfield, the children’s author, felt it was important in
1956 to let her readers know about life ‘fifty years ago’ and
Stephen Peet in his late 1960’s BBC television series Yester-
day’s Witness pioneered the filming of ordinary people
talking about their memories of events, some forgotten,
some only partially remembered.?

About ten years ago there were three rather isolated
areas of work which quite separately were beginning to
make an impact, but which had yet to influence each other.
In history, psychology and in community publishing during
the 1960s and early 1970s some new and challenging ideas
were beginning to take shape. They generated ideas which,
when they came together in the early 1980s, were to change
care work practice with elderly people, widen learning

hanging on to a utopia of

search for continuity and

recognition and awayto  Joanna Bornat,

breach twenty-first Emeritus
century Professor of
intergenerational Oral History,
rupture. Open University

opportunities across the age range and produce a rich yield
of historical evidence from all corners of the British Isles. |
want to begin with a brief account of the development of
those three areas of work.

Oral history origins
Oral history, treating recollection of experience as valid
evidence, has its own long history, as Paul Thompson has
shown.® Traditionally, and until the mid nineteenth century,
historians regarded spoken testimony with as much rever-
ence as they treated documents recording events, laws and
customs. Indeed the recollections of the famous, rich and
influential in society have always had a place in accounts
of wars, political change and custom. The place of the diary
and of memoirs of politicians and opinion leaders has rarely
been challenged by historians whose skills include deci-
phering documents and piecing together the past from
written records. This practice left us with a history that was
narrow in content and often uncritical in method. The
personal accounts which remained to us represented only
a narrow range of social and economic viewpoints tending
to concentrate on what was public and political at the high-
est levels of society. Daily life, insofar as it was chronicled
through parish and census records, and the detailed surveys
of Booth and Rowntree was passed through the filter of
bureaucratic form filling or of record keeping of observers
external to the daily lives under scrutiny. There were few
accounts from women, from minorities, from deviant
groups and in content the bias neglected accounts of family
life, social customs, working life, old age, neighbourhood,
community and undocumented events hidden from history.
Oral history turns the historian into an interviewer and
changes the practice of the historian into a personal inter-
action with the past within living memory. Listening to
someone describe their first day at work, school days,
participation in unofficial strikes, childbirth, courtship,
housework, historians have learned to broaden ideas of
what history is about. It was in the late 1960s that oral
history began to establish itself in Britain. At that time, two
large surveys, at the Universities of Essex and Kent* used
interviews with a large sample of older people as respon-
dents. These led to many other research projects® and to
writing which made use of the memories of elderly people
to explain areas of the past previously unrecorded. It was
significant for the development of oral history that the more
successful and long lasting of those two universitybased
initiatives was in a department of sociology. This theoretical
context gave oral history in Britain a distinctively humanistic
bias which contributed to its later broadening out into less
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Regrettably | cannot go into the whole story of Recall
here. | simply want to stress why | think the package has
become such a milestone in the development of ‘remi-
niscence work’, as it has come to be known. Firstly,
because of the way it originated, Recall encouraged an
open-ended approach to the whole process of oral
history work with older people. Secondly, because of its
format, the package made it possible for anyone, what-
ever their background, to become an oral historian of
some kind.

Recall’s origins lie in the arts. As an architect, Mick
Kemp was interested in the meaning of the environment
for mentally frail older people. His project workers were
art students with an interest in images and self-expression.
For them history was something which older people gener-
ated or could be encouraged to create, given the right cues
and stimuli. The philosophy behind Recall was very much
one which gave equal validity to the memories of all older
people. As an historian who came in at a later stage in the
development of the packages | well remember conflicts
between those whose main concern was to evoke
responses, and those people, like me, who wanted both to
evoke and inform. Thus an early version of the First World
War sequence focussed almost exclusively on life in the
trenches since this was what the elderly men they met
talked about. After discussion amongst members of the
production team and further testing with groups of older
men, and women, the sequence finally included images of
women’s work and life on the home front. Recall in its final
form invites recognition of past events and experience, but

it also stirs up what may have been forgotten and it intro-
duces the idea of differing experience and perspective on
the past.

The second point | want to draw from the Recall expe-
rience concerns opening up opportunities to more people
to become oral historians. Care staff and community
workers with a background in historical research can
reasonably be expected to be few in number. And even
those who have an interest in local history find that they
have no opportunity to follow their interest within working
hours. History is not a subject area for social or health
services training. What Recall provided and still provides
is a technologically simple means to exploring the past.
This opens up possibilities to residential, community and
hospital care staff and to anyone else who can find a slide
projector, cassette player and a screen or white wall.
Slide/tape production has, in my opinion, many advan-
tages over video. It allows for larger images, it can easily
be interrupted with a clear still picture and it requires fairly
low level technology.

Equipped with Recall’s slide/tape packages, staff-led
reminiscence sessions took off in homes and centres all
over the British Isles. The idea caught on not just because
the packaging was simple and the images and sounds
highly evocative. The impact of Recall lay in the responses
of the audiences and groups of older people. Very quickly
the issue became not just one of how to show Recall, but
how to manage and develop work with groups convened
to watch and take part. The evidence that reminiscing is
stimulating and enjoyable was immediately available.
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Woodbury Down Memories Group, North London.
Photo: Cultural Partnerships.

help, learner directed work are widely accepted. To what
extent older people have wholeheartedly adopted these
ideals is less certain. For many, the experience of formal
learning is likely to have been along the lines of the trans-
mission model. This is the model which operates with the
assumption that the teacher has knowledge and the learn-
ers are without knowledge.

It may be the case that some older learners find it diffi-
cult to recognise educational processes in the open struc-
ture of selfhelp, with its emphasis on the validation of
personal experience and a shared negotiation of what is to
be learned. However, it has been my experience along with
others that reminiscence work offers almost unequalled
opportunities to older people to successfully incorporate
self-help and learner led work into their learning.*

During the last few years reminiscence work with
groups of older people has developed sufficiently to the
point that there now exist models of work which leaders
and group members can borrow from. In particular the
learning processes which tutors from the adult literacy
movement provide, show insights into the kinds of dialogue
and mutual exploration which a group leader might hope
to encourage amongst older learners embarking on some
kind of reminiscence project.*

There are examples from varied contexts, including
continuing care wards of hospitals, groups of more active
older people, the role of drama and inter-generational
work.* In almost all cases, the characteristic which |
quoted earlier have been guiding principles. Reminiscence
work is observably an encouragement to people to define
their own scope of work, to focus on issues which directly
affect their lives, to share the need to organise and progress
the group, to value each other’s contributions and to
develop personally and as group members. My experience

working with a north London group which has produced
its own publication brought out all these aspects of learn-
ing.*
Of course it would be unreasonable to pretend that
reminiscence work does not still raise issues and problems.
There is the problem of maintaining group solidarity while
attempting to include conflicting and sometimes divisive
memories and experiences.* Many published projects are
superb testimonies to the effective solidarity of white
working class culture. Some of the best and most challeng-
ing work has been carried out by groups who have a strong
message to put across. And as reminiscence work is now
successfully developing with encouraging and inspiring
outcomes amongst members of minority ethnic groups, it
is true to say that the range of perspectives has never been
wider.* Exploring Living Memory, which on three occa-
sions hosted an across London exhibition and festival of
life-history, illustrates the powerful impact of displaying
co-existing perspectives of the past. Groups which
produced exhibitions came from all over London and from
many ethnic and culturally distinct communities. Exploring
Living Memory events are compulsive viewing and
certainly represented a will to acknowledge and celebrate
differences.* It is within groups that there seems to be
persisting boundaries to a closer sharing of some aspects
of the past.

It is however in the development of groups, in the
management of dominating versions of the past, in the
resolution of conflicts and, above all, in group response to
expressions of pain and the revival of past griefs that much
of the real tension of reminiscence work with older people
lies. For some people it may become too much, they may
withdraw from a group or refuse to participate. For others,
it’s important for the painful experience to be re-lived and
shared. Group leaders have to be alert and sensitive to
changes in mood. And there may be times, when a ‘non-
prescriptive’ attitude has to be shed, if racist and excluding
comments are to be outlawed.

Reminiscence work with older people when viewed
from a learning perspective offers opportunities for
personal and group change. With a focus on reminiscence,
curriculum development in adult education follows. The
cookery class may decide to explore and try out shared
knowledge of recipes. The crafts class may decide to work
together on a wall-hanging which depicts change in their
community or memories of childhood. The north London
group which I worked with found that they had a common
interest in the preservation of local open spaces of land and
water. The result, an additional summer short course on
ecology included visits to a reclaimed area and to offices
of Thames Water.

Understanding issues facing some older
people
I want to conclude with a brief look at interesting devel-
opments in using reminiscence, or a life history approach,
with older people who may be facing problems in their
lives.

It is becoming more widely accepted amongst people
caring and working with older peole that knowledge of an
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individual life history makes an important contribution to
their care plans. The gerontologist Malcolm Johnson has
argued the case for a biographical approach to assessing
preferences and choices in community care.® In a current
action research project he and colleagues at the Open
University are exploring ways of incorporating a life history
approach into assessing appropriate decisions for older
people requiring support in the community. The project
has identified a number of areas in which this approach
could be useful. These include eliciting older people’s atti-
tude to, for example, residential care, understanding family
relationships, finding out about relationships between
carers and the older person, discovering kinds of help
which would be unacceptable, relating to and understand-
ing people labelled ‘difficult’ and learning how people
coped with past difficulties and hardships.®

Some research which begins from a similar position
has been carried out by Andrew Sixsmith who looks at
the meaning of ‘home’ for older people. He describes his
motivation as being to find out what older people want,
rather than treating their lives as a series of problems to
be solved. Interviewing people about their feelings about
home, he concludes that home plays an important part
in older people’s sense of having a history. It presents a
resource for coping and it has symbolic value for the
preservation of independence, individuality and iden-
tity.*°

These two projects are examples of work which values
reminiscence and which consequently is helping to focus
attention on the older person, centering them, their feelings
and emotions, when it comes to negotiating change and
understanding choices and preferences.

Conclusion

Underlying the argument in this article is the assumption
that recall of the past is a normal part of human mental
activity. It is something people do throughout their lives.
In old age, however, it has a more developed role and
perhaps more significant outcomes.

With more of life to be recalled the range of reminis-
cence activities is of course possibly greater amongst older
than amongst younger people. There is a greater range in
terms of content and possibly too, in terms of process,
since at a later stage in life reminiscences may be imparted
to the young as part of one’s role as an older person in
society, as part of normal ageing and as part of that process
of resolution and self-recognition which seems to accom-
pany the later stages of life.

But there is another reason why it is important to
acknowledge the role of the past in older people’s lives. The
past has a habit of recurring and older people’s witness
enables us to understand the lessons from this. The past
recurs in two ways: it recurs within individual lives and it
recurs over time within all our lives.

Within lives, the past may recur in painful recall.
Recently a picture in the social work journal Community
Care™ illustrated a short story about young ex-offenders
from Birmingham who, as an alternative to custody, were
burying symbols of their past in a remote part of South-
West Ireland. Setting aside the symbolism of this act in

terms of Anglo-Irish relations, the story struck me with its
hopeless trust in the idea of a rootless present or a clean
sheet for the future.

In their old age, will these young people still be able to
bury their past mentally as well as physically? Another
recent press article suggests that this may not be easy.
Eugene Heimler, a psychotherapist working in north
London, has spent time listening to the stories of elderly
Holocaust survivors who still need to meet and talk about
their experience. More recently he has found himself
talking not just to people who went through the death
camps as he did, but also to their children who, now adult,
need to understand their parents’ experience for them-
selves.*

In common with other oral historians in interview
situations, Freda Millett of Oldham in Lancashire found
herself confronting bitterness and resentment when she
interviewed one elderly man. She was interested in chil-
dren’s homes which had been set up in the early years
of this century and was struck by the degree of control
which Boards of Guardians held over the lives of chil-
dren and parents. The man she spoke to was in his
eighties and had lived in one of the homes. He had only
the memory of a young woman who visited him until he
was three. He had one postcard from Australia signed
‘mother’ and quite late in life heard that his mother had
left him a bungalow in Australia in her will. He was
bitter and felt all his life that he had been abandoned.
Freda’s work with the records of the Boards of
Guardians and her interviews with staff and children
helped her to be able to convince this man that his
mother had quite probably been unable to go against the
powers of the Guardians. Her apparent abandonment
was an unwilling act. It was Freda Millett’s sensitive
work which helped him, later in life, to finally overcome
some of his bitter feelings towards his mother.*

My final point relates to the way the past recurs within
all our lives. One thing which reminiscence enables us to
do is to recognise forms of repetition in history. making
links between the past and the present is more than an
academic exercise sometimes. Amongst the group | worked
with in north London was a woman who had lived in
temporary accommodation at the end of the second world
war. She was amongst thousands of Londoners who were
put into requisitioned flats and hotels while they waited to
be rehoused. She told us about their struggles, demonstra-
tions and final delight in being given new flats. The signif-
icance of her story was not lost on the group. Their
housing estate has many empty flats which are boarded up
and unlet. Only yards away are homeless families living in
cramped and unhealthy conditions in hotel bedrooms. It
almost seemed as if history was repeating itself were it not
for the fact that today there is no large scale public housing
programme to solve these families’ accommodation prob-
lems.

It seems to me that we ignore the communications of
spacemen like Stephen Spender at our peril. Reminiscence
is an activity which has outcomes which may go far beyond
individual memory if we can all develop the capacity to
listen and learn.
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However, the narrability of WW I1 is neither a sufficient
nor a necessary reason for it to be given such attention. We
don’t, after all, talk for hours about experiences simply
because it is easy. We must have motivations: the experi-
ences must be meaningful for us or for our listeners. In
other words, there must be a biographical necessity for the
narrator. Autobiographers tell about their lives because
they want to reassure themselves with regard to their past,
present, and anticipated future. They try through narration
to bring their lives into some kind of consistency, and to
explain to themselves who they are and how they got
there.® It is not difficult to see that WW Il had an enor-
mous biographical meaning for many of its witnesses. That
is why this particular phase in the lives of people is today
still in need of attention. WW 11 had far-reaching effects
upon the lives of men and women in Germany. It was not
only the actual war years which changed the lives of these
people. Many of the men spent more years as prisoners of
war; families lost their homes; their property and their
friends; and many people lost their Weltanscluluung, their
beliefs. After the war many women lost again the autonomy
they had gained during the war, in the family as well as at
work. As the soldiers returned from imprisonment they met
with great difficulties as they tried to resume family and
professional lives where they had left off before their service
in the Wehrmacht.

The degree to which men and women experienced the
war as an intervention in the course of their lives depends
on which generation they belong to. According to our
investigations, the life stories of witnesses who were born
between 1888 and 1930 can be divided into three different
generations: the Wilhelminian-youth generation, the
Weimar-youth generation and the Hitler-youth
generation.” These will be discussed more fully in order to
clarify how the generation to which one belongs influences
one’s need to narrate.

The Wilhelminian-youth generation, including those
born between 1890 and 1900, experienced their childhood
and youth in the Kaiser-Reich. The men of this generation,
who reached adulthood in the trenches of WW I, were and
are especially deeply affected by the war. The men and
women of this generation experienced their early adult-
hood, and the tasks of founding a family and building a
career, at a time of a wild inflation in Germany and a
worldwide economic crisis. In the beginning of WW |1 the
men who had served in WW 1, born between 1893 and
1900 and now in the middle age, were again sent to the
front. Thus families which had been formed in the twenties
and had developed routines of family-life, and in which the
husband had established his professional career, were
suddenly separated. This generation tended to be less affir-
mative about WW I1 than the younger generation, because
of the implicit pacifism that resulted from experiences in
the trenches of WW I.

Those belonging to the Weimar-youth generation (born
between 1906 and 1919), were the first generation of
Germans to spend their childhood and youth in a demo-
cratic republic. The generation-image, however, is affected
more by the conditions pertaining during the phase of early
and middle adulthood than by the phase of youth. During

the war years the women of this generation were able to
advance considerably along the road of emancipation, only
to have to return to their former situation after 1945. The
men, from their eighteenth or nineteenth year on, led lives
connected in one way or another with the military estab-
lishment. Most of these men were soldiers during the entire
Second World War, and a part of this generation, those
born between 1911 and 1919, were already called to
service before 1939 in one or other of the paramilitary
organisations of the National Socialist regime. Even
without taking into consideration war-imprisonment, these
men spent up to ten years of their lives in a military organ-
isation. These are critical years in life when biographically
relevant decisions have to be made in the familial and
professional spheres. This is a time when the professional
career is stabilised and the family established, but for this
generation this was also a time of war, and of being a
soldier. The men of this generation were unable to assume
professional identity outside the Wehrmacht; the interviews
we conducted, as well as those described by the research
group of Lutz Niethammer,* show that the men of this
generation regarded soldiering as their profession, to be
attained step by step and conscientiously. Many of the
members of this generation also married and became
parents during the war years. This, then, was a generation
of freshly married couples and young parents who could
not partake of this status except in their thoughts and on
short leave at home. These men hardly knew their wives or
their children. The wives had to provide for all the needs
of the families at home and were also called upon to
perform war-time duties which had previously been
performed only by men.

The members of the Hitler-youth generation (born
approximately between 1922 and 1930), experienced their
childhood and youth in the ‘Third Reich’. In school and
youth movements they were socialised in the ideology of
National Socialism.* As children and youths these were,
according to Nazi propaganda, the ‘guarantors of the
future’, and they were raised to establish a new society.
Their self-confidence was developed and strengthened by
the establishment of youth movements which had not been
available to previous generations. Hitler Jugend and Bund
Deutscher Madel offered attractions — summer and ski-
camps and training in certain professions — which had not
previously been available, and especially not to the children
of the poorer strata of the population. To be a BDM-girl
or a Hitler-boy was central to many a young person’s iden-
tity. National Socialist pedagogues were also successful in
arousing enthusiasm in these young people for the Nazi
Weltanschauung and the war. Many of these youngsters
were glad to be able to join the auxiliary forces towards the
end of the war. The older members of the generation were
conscripted into the Flak-auxiliary, and then at the very
end into the regular army. According to our analysis, these
men came closest to the National Socialist ideal of the
political soldier who was willing to fight to the end for the
triumph of National Socialism.

Among the war narrations of these three generations,
it is the members of the Weimar-youth generation, and
especially the men, who narrate most extensively about
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circumstances and
political beliefs affected
how and where Evans
lived, recorded and
incorporated the spoken
word of others in his
fiction and non-fiction
writing. In acknowledging
how Evans drew upon
ar, literature and

politics, Howkins
identifies his own insights
into social and cultural
history, as well as political
and societal change.

In writing about Evans,
Howkins reflects his own
understanding of the
rural poor, folk culture
and he exemplifies the

George Ewart Evans is seen by many, myself included, as
one of the founding figures of oral history. The Times obit-
uary in 1988 described him in exactly that way while Colin
Ward in The Independent called him ‘both the founding
father and the grand old man of the oral history movement
in Britain’. For those reasons, if no others he deserves
examination in the pages of this journal. However, his
particular practice, represented in some ten books
published between 1956 and 1987, came to influence
many who followed him and it is mainly for that reason
that | want to redirect attention at him and his work.

I should also say that | knew George Ewart Evans. Not
very well but well enough to have drunk with him, visited
his home and corresponded with him. | also admired him
tremendously, and he was in some very basic sense my
mentor. | wrote 15 years ago, when he was still very much
alive, that Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay gave me new
eyes. For the first time | looked at the old people about me
and began to realise that they were the carriers of a culture
and a history of which I had known nothing... This began
a process which led me to see as essentially false the view
of the world I had acquired from my adolescent forays into
literature. Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay is in an almost
literal sense the base on which all my subsequent work has
been built.?

Welsh origins

George Ewart Evans was born in 1910 in Abercynon in
Glamorgan.® His father was a small shopkeeper and a
native Welsh speaker, as was his mother and George
himself. Although his father was a shopkeeper his fortunes,
like those of the whole community, were tied up with the

Abercynon. From The Strength of the Hills.
Ilustration by David Gentleman.

craft involved in writing
about lives neglected in
written records of the
past. In doing so, his
own significant
contribution to the
unfolding traditions of
Britain’s oral history’s
scholarship is vibrantly
highlighted. May such

individuality and
intellectual insight
continue to thrive and
inspire.

Heather Norris
Nicholson, writer,
researcher and
community-based
historian in West
Yorkshire, UK

pits which dominated it and provided an occupation for
the vast majority of inhabitants. As a result, in the bitter
years of the 1920s the fortunes of the Evans family fell.
George’s father became bankrupt and eventually ended up
running the local Co-operative shop. However, the Welsh
determination that children should better themselves and
that whatever happened they should be educated, pushed
George through county school as a scholarship boy and
eventually through University College Cardiff, which he
paid for in part by running as a professional.

He graduated in 1931 into mass unemployment and
was to remain either unemployed or in short term jobs for
the next four years. These years were vital, for the depres-
sion and especially its effects on South Wales made him
the communist he was to remain, in many ways, for the
rest of his life. It also awoke that other great Welsh gift,
writing. Although most of his Welsh stories were not to be
published until after he had left Wales they gave him an
important place in the Anglo-Welsh literary revival of the
1930s, 1940s and 1950s.

His literary work is now ably covered in a book by
Gareth Williams* but | need to say something about it since
itis, I think, very important to George’s later life and work
as an historian. Although he had published bits and pieces
in the South Walian press it was in 1937 that his first
important piece appeared in the Communist Party domi-
nated magazine, Left Review.® It was written under a
pseudonym to ‘protect his by then hard won teaching post
in Cambridgeshire’ In some ways the story is a conven-
tional enough piece of socialist realism of the period, yet
in others it is very different. It has, for instance, a genuine
sense of the so called peripheries of working class life so
often missed by historians and writers but central to work
people themselves, which characterised his later oral
history work.

In 1947, after ten years in which he published a large
number of stories about South Wales as well as others
about his life in the RAF, he produced a full length novel,
The Voices of the Children. Although well reviewed in Wales
it never got the attention George, his contemporaries and
I think it deserved. Its failure in critical terms really marked
the end of George’s literary work until his collection of East
Anglian stories, Acky, published in the mid 1970s. Yet in
writing about his own community and people, about places
he knew and experienced, George’s literary work prefig-
ured his historical practice. Where you did not ‘know’ you
asked those who did, pitman or horseman.
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The impact of East Anglia

In 1935 George went to East Anglia as a physical educa-
tion teacher at Sawston Village College in Cambridgeshire.
In some ways the movement was a chance one — any job
after four years scratching a living would have been worth-
while — but in other ways it had more importance than that.
Sawston was the child of Henry Morris, Cambridgeshire
Education Officer from the 1920s. Morris saw the ‘Village
Colleges’ as centres for the revival of rural life. They were
to be schools but also community centres, adult education
centres, art galleries and libraries. Each college was to serve
about ten villages and was built in a village central to the
group. The rural bus was to provide the links between
villages and, as George himself wrote, the colleges were to
‘resuscitate some of the life that had already drained from
the rural village into the town’.”

The village colleges were, in this sense, a part of a much
wider movement to revive village life in the face of urban-
isation which was a common thread in many areas of
English intellectual, artistic and political life in the first forty
years of this century, and it is within this movement, in the
first instance, that the ‘English’ George Ewart Evans has
to be situated. In Strength of the Hills he writes with deep
sympathy of Morris’ aims and achievements, and in some
ways his experience in the village college opened up rural
England to him as a ‘real place’.? It also prefigured, prob-
ably unconsciously, his own concerns with revitalising
village life which are so much a part of his work from his
first English book Ask the Fellows who Cut the Hay onward.
In the introduction to that book he writes:

... the old community was organic, at however low a
level; since its fragmentation village life, and therefore
the life of the nation, has suffered because nothing com-
parable has taken its place; and while it would be foolish
to wish for its return, the gap it left nevertheless empha-
sises the need for a conscious attempt to build up a new
community to replace it.°

These concerns never left him and shaped many of his
attitudes both to oral history and village life.

It was, however, his move in 1948 to Blaxhall, a strange
straggling open village between heath and sea on the
Suffolk coast, where his wife, Florence, had become village
teacher, which fixed these ideas and their importance to
him. However, initially George’s problems grew worse.

Blaxhall. “The Ship’. From Spoken History.
Illustration by David Gentleman.

George Ewart Evans as a young man.

The first contacts with Blaxhall were difficult and fraught
with ambiguity. As a Welshman and a Communist, rural
England was not obviously a happy home. ‘Even in primary
school’, he wrote later, ‘I realised that Wales had been given
Cain’s portion.’®

His sense of exile was clearly still very strong at this time
and added to by his own personal isolation. This isolation
was also closely linked to his writing. He was, after all not
only a Welshman but a Welsh writer whose published work
was politically and intellectually set within the Anglo-Welsh
revival associated with Keidrich Rhys. However he was
beginning to feel that this had become ‘windy, flatulent and
adipose’,™* a view shared by his wife and supported by a
personal break with Keidrych Rhys. Further he felt that his
writing, based centrally as it was on personal experience,
was getting further and further from Wales: ‘My writing
about Wales was a product of the Twenties and Thirties;
the country had changed during the intervening genera-
tion.” **

The resolution of these problems came from his prac-
tical sense of ‘doing something’ about the village commu-
nity. In 1951 a ‘Festival of Britain’ Exhibition, linked to the
school and started by George and Florence, produced a
local revival of interest in village history. Walking around
the village with his children he had already built up contacts
with many of the older villagers and had thought of them
as objects of his literature. The exhibition, and his first
attempts to ask the villagers about the way of life it tried to
show, changed him. The objects and photos that the ordi-
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Sam Friend, horseman, from Spoken History.
Ilustration by David Gentleman.

This notion of a break was another key one. George
believed that the end of horse agriculture and the beginning
of machine farming was a vital transition.

| felt it especially important to record the feeling of farm
people about the new era that was just beginning, for the
reason that they were living through the greatest revo-
lution in farming since Neolithic times. As well as
recording their thoughts about the new farming, it was
my idea to make a record of the era that had already
vanished, if only to demonstrate the massive continuity
that inhered in so many practices and customs linked
with the tradition and hand tool farming that was now
disappearing.*®

In these ideas George discovered what he called the ‘prior
culture’, a culture based on hand tool/horse agriculture

which existed from Neolithic times and which, if examined
carefully, shows traces of that antiquity. His best known
work in that area was the work around horse magic. This is
not the place to recount that work, and the body of it is
extremely impressive; rather to comment on aspects of it. To
George the survival of a group of quasi-magical practices in
East Anglia and elsewhere, particularly the ‘toad’s bone’-a
bone which found, subjected to ritual and then carried by
the horseman gave him control of horses — were used to
present an essentially unified British if not European ‘horse
culture’ based on the ‘horsemans word of the whispers’
which stretched back to ‘Romano-British’ times.* This is
clearly problematic. There is no a priori reason why these
beliefs should not exist in Romano-British culture but that
is not the question. The interest in these belief systems lies
not so much in their origins as in their historical function —
what they meant at different times to those who believed
them or performed the rituals. At his best George recognised
this absolutely, but on other occasions he did not.

Art and myth, history and politics

From chronicler George moved, via accounts like the ones
of horse magic, to the second part of the project which
was, in my view, the creation or recreation of Everyman as
a kind of national democratic hero who was the real bearer
of history. Constantly he talks in his East Anglia books
about continuity and about the ‘real’ history. The farmers
and farmworkers of Blaxhall, especially the shepherd
Robert Savage who dominates Ask the Fellows Who Cut the
Hay, were the embodiment of craft and skill but also the
real carriers of history. Savage used the language of the
Middle Ages or of Tusser in the same way that the colliers
who told the story of Guto Nyth Bran carried through the
tradition of epic story telling. In this guise what he says in
his moving tribute to Charles Parker is as true of himself:
‘he had a wide and absorbing vision which... embraced a
celebration of the common man’.*

But it goes further even that than on occasions. In a
revealing chapter in Spoken History called ‘Influences’ he
picks out two figures, or rather one figure and one group,
who were key influences on him. They are, he knows,
writing in the 1980s to an ‘academic’ audience, going to
cause trouble; they are Robert Graves and ‘modem artists’.
The key issue for George, as for Graves and his ‘modem
artists’, is explanation and above all, myth: ‘This raised the
ire of the inhabitants of Academe who are notoriously resis-
tant to any different treatment by someone who does not
accept unquestioningly the received way of interpreting the
distant past.’** For George, in this position at least, it is
myth which ‘instead of pin-pointing the truth in exact
referential terms circumscribes an area where it is certain
truth lies’, which is what history should be about. In the
same way he had insisted in Ask the Fellows Who Cut the
Hay that ‘history is not merely the mechanical acquisition
of knowledge about the past: it is more than anything else
the imaginative reconstruction of it.”*

In this Graves and Braque or Picasso who went ‘back
to the primitive for inspiration and have found guidance®
are better historians than those in the academy because
they see both the ‘reality’ of the experience of the ‘ordinary’
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man and women and the continuities these people and
their culture represent. To George ‘spoken history’ did that.
In the 1979 film he consciously compared what he was
doing in Blaxhall with Braque and Picasso’s interest in
‘primitive’ art — ‘they recognised its fruits and were not
disappointed. Neither was 1.”**

In this, as in many other aspects of his work, George is
revealed as an artistic figure more at home perhaps with
the artists of the 1940s and 1950s grouped together as the
‘neoromantics’ than with the tedious and narrow history
of the same period. Indeed George appeared in an anthol-
ogy edited by Henry Treece, with whom he again has much
in common, called A New Romantic Anthology. If I wanted
a direct comparison with this aspect of George’s work it is
to David Jones, whom he admired, and who is also in the
Treece anthology, that I would turn. Jones ‘powerfully inte-
grated landscape, people, mythology and language in
fusing the past and present of The Welsh’; George partic-
ularly admired Jones’ Anathemata. In this Jones, like
George, puts forward the ‘notion of the “modern break”
which brought the prior culture to an end.” More than that
according to Gareth Williams:

Jones sought to integrate anthropology, archaeology,
comparative mythology and literature in a search for the
ancient ‘deposits’ — a Jones keyword — in the WelshBri-
tish social memory. It was comparable accretions, slow
moving historical silts and strata, that George Ewart
Evans believed he was unearthing in his patient excava-
tion of oral tradition.*

This leads to another source of George’s inspiration
— his politics. He joined the Communist Party in
Cambridgeshire in the late 1930s and although his
membership lapsed he never really changed his position.
He defended the Soviet invasions of Hungary and
Czechoslovakia to me in the 1970s and his son Matthew
recalled George’s grave doubts about Gorbachev in the
last months of his life. Yet like the Communism of those
other East Anglian exiles, AL Morton, the group around
AS Niell’s school Summerhill at Leiston and even Edgell
Rickword and the Australian Jack Lindsay, his Commu-
nism was of a particular and very British kind. To many
socialist and communist intellectuals the immediate post
war years were a time of great hope. The victory of
fascism was seen as a victory for the left and a victory
which had relied upon the mobilisation of the working
class. As a result they sought to typify and heroicise the
worker in literature, paintings and especially
photographs.

This was not a ‘socialist realist’ project of a Stalinist
kind, although it had some of those elements in it; rather
it looked for, and found, particular human, cultural and
historical values within working class life and communities,
and elevated these to an ideal. This ideal was personified
in the characters in the historical novels of Jack Lindsay,
the ballad plays of MacColl and Littlewood; in AL
Morton’s picture of the Ranters or Bunyan as English
utopian revolutionaries; in the photographs of Brandt and
Hardy and finally in George Ewart Evans’ horseman.

Robert Savage, Shepherd. From The Strength of the Hills.
Ilustration by David Gentleman.

Oral history?

These two sides of George’s project, the chronicler and the
‘myth maker’, sat uneasily together especially when, during
the late 1960s, he began to get some of the academic
recognition which he had so long been denied by the
historical profession. Oral history, the use of recorded
interview material at its crudest, came to England, under
that name at least, from the USA in the late 1960s. By
chance its two most able protagonists at this stage, Paul
and Thea Thompson, were at the University of Essex, only
an hour’s drive from where George had finally settled in
retirement at Brooke on the Norfolk/Suffolk border.
Coming across his work early on in their own studies they
visited him. His account written in the 1980s of their meet-
ing is perhaps more aware of the problems which came
later than he was at the time, but it does contain a sense of
difficulties which were always there:

They had just come back from a conference in the USA.
It was the first time | had heard the term ‘oral history’..
At that time | felt a bit like the Frenchman in Moliére who
had been speaking prose for most of his life without
knowing it ... In spite of what I thought was an unsatis-
factory title I was very interested ... If anyone at this time
asked me to state what | had been writing about in my
books, I would have said it was an attempt at recording
the folk life of a community, using the word folk as the
Scandinavians did, to describe the whole people.*
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George Ewart Evans in later life.

that distorted his (and for that matter my own) view of
rural areas. For a communist, or at least a socialist histo-
rian, there is remarkably little struggle in George’s work
and class is a term only of praise as in ‘the working class’.
The reasons for this are clear. He had a harsh view of parts
of the past, as his tapes with for example George Messen-
ger in Blaxhall in 1956, show. However at a more general
level he saw the prior culture as classless and organic, espe-
cially in its shared culture of skill. The Suffolk horseman,
according to George, did not, like his Scots brother, use
his magic control of horses to weld ploughman together
into a primitive and violent trade guild, rather it was part
of an intraclass respect for skill shared by master and man
alike.

The emphasis on work, or rather wage labour, espe-
cially in his later books also produced a masculine world,
although it must be said this is not so true of Ask the Fellows
Who Cut the Hay. He was personally sympathetic to the
political women’s movement and some of his earliest inter-
views were with women, notably Priscilla Savage, yet the
emphasis on men’s outdoor work pushed women to the
back of his world. Where they occur they occur firmly
within a Victorian world of separate spheres, their work
celebrated within the domestic space of ‘home’. Again this

This essay was written for oral presentation
at a day school at Cyfartha Castle Museum
in 1989 organised to mark the opening of
an exhibition of George Ewart Evans’ life
and work. It subsequently travelled with
that exhibition and was given in Norfolk
and Manchester. Finally it came

home to the work-in-progress seminar at
the University of Sussex. On all these
occasions it benefited from comments
from those present but | owe special
thanks to Gareth Williams, Glyn Jones,
Nick Mansfield, Rob Perks and George’s
family. Huge thanks also to Al Thomson

fits with some of the ideas of the pre-war ‘peasantist’ and
rural settlement movement which sought to ‘revive’
country skills. There was in his work, as in the work of
many of his socialist and communist contemporaries, a
glorying in the masculinity of labour. Here, as in some of
the photographs of the 1940s there is a heroicising tinge
which reminds one of the work of Ewan MacColl and
Charles Parker’s Radio Ballads, although George always
pulled back from the extreme neoStalinist aspects of that
work, especially ‘“The Big Hewer’.

Our inheritance

Fifteen years ago, in History Workshop Journal | wrote of
my own debt, as an historian of the East Anglian farm-
worker, to George Ewart Evans. This essay is a revision of
some of those thoughts and a building upon others. Yet
some things remain unchanged. First, a method. | am not
sure what kind of an ‘oral historian’ I am or will be but |
do know that I learned from George how to listen, and to
listen to the printed word as well as the spoken. Without
that | would have missed much of what | regard in my own
slight contributions. Few historians approach the material
of their study with sufficient care; as a result nuance, tone,
and complexity are missed.

Second, a tradition. Not here and now in George’s use
of the word to mean a handed down way of doing things
or thinking about the world, but the tradition which he
himself represented, the tradition of the activist writer,
researcher and teacher who linked the past to the present
and even the future. In Ask the Fellows Who Cut the Hay he
insists that ‘the village of the future’ would have to ‘know
the past’ to give it real strength and permanence. Again in
the 1979 film he spoke of this at length, arguing that
modern ecological concerns had shown that over-mecha-
nisation was causing erosion and soil compactionjust as
the old horseman he had interviewed, Sam Friend, had said
it would.™

George Ewart Evans was, | think, the nearest | have
known to what Gramsci meant in that much abused
phrase, an ‘organic intellectual’. Although university
educated it was his ‘second academy’, as he called it, the
village of Blaxhall, which shaped his life. ‘I learned from
this experience’, he wrote, ‘that the main components of
history are not things but people.’ In these post-postmod-
ernist days this probably sounds romantic. If so then |
plead guilty to the same crime. Oral history moves on. Our
work, or its works become ever more complex and analyt-
ical and that’s as it should be, nothing can stand still and
survive. But we must beware of losing sight of George’s
vision, whatever our practice, for if we do lose it we will
have lost the unique essence of oral history — the voice of
those who experienced the past.

and Joanna Bomat from Oral History for
their careful editing. Finally thanks are due
to David Gentleman and Faber and Faber
for allowing us to reproduce the
illustrations which were produced for
George’s books, and to Sue Gentleman for
providing photographs of George.
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Cambodian refugees are vulnerable in their newness to the
country, that they may not be fully conversant with their
rights to decline from participating in part or totally at any
time, and/or by their desire to please those of the host
country, including stranger researchers. They are also
vulnerable in being ill and classed as ‘refugees’, which in
combination is likely to give rise to a perceived and real
dependence on those about them as they endeavour to find
their way in an unfamiliar health care system, compromis-
ing their own sense of control and self-determination. This
vulnerability and dependence affects their capacity to freely
continue their participation, in fact may be a factor in their
consenting in the first place.

The third ethical concern in this study is in respect to
the likelihood that the participants included victims of
torture, and all had suffered trauma and loss. Although
these experiences were not the focus of the study, a
number of participants did themselves raise them in the
context of discussions on current health problems. The few
psychiatric centres that specialise in treating Southeast
Asian refugees, mainly in the United States, have had
mixed experiences in applying Western psychiatric thera-
peutic approaches to highly traumatised refugees. For
example, experiences have been documented in the United
States in which attempts to resolve past trauma through
revisiting trauma experiences have exacerbated symptoms,
and disturbed and demoralised therapists.®

Being therefore mindful that revisiting a very traumatic
past can worsen rather than alleviate distress, and consid-
ering that the locality lacked professionals and facilities
with expertise in working with distressed Cambodian
refugees, | was initially anxious lest | thereby harmed my
participants, even though | did not specifically probe into
their trauma. After one disclosure of truly horrific experi-
ences, in this instance of flight to Thailand, | inquired of
the narrators as to whether recounting that episode was
problematic or distressing for them. They assured me it
wasn’t, and in fact that daily they remembered these events,
frequently talking about them among themselves. They
went on say:

From the stomach thank her for wanting to know such.
The misery is such, the Khmer’s misery, our plight when
we escaped. We don’t mind, we want her to know. Itis
all true, true from the heart, and [we] want everyone to
know about that too ...

My experience in this was similar to those of other
ethnographers, who in contrast to experiences of psychiatric
clinic workers, have commented on the compulsion among
traumatised Southeast Asian refugees to recount their
stories and that these should be made widely known.® The
clinical nature and intrusiveness of the psychiatric interview
may well account for the exacerbation of distress in trauma
and torture victims, especially when these bring to mind
experiences of being interrogated. However, the collection
of narratives in the nonthreatening context of ethnographic
interviewing, conducted in familiar domestic and commu-
nity settings, seems rather to bring relief to those carrying
unshared personal histories of a horrific nature.

A major provision to protect participants in their vulner-
ability was my briefing of my interpreter, reminding her to
allow participants not to respond to certain queries. On
one occasion my questions about people in a photograph,
whom | later learned were close relatives who were
missing, presumed dead, were rebuffed by the interpreter.
Much later, when | read the transcript, the way she
protected participants became clear in her explanation of
the interchange to them:

She seems very intrigued, but just now she seemed too
curious. And | said, ‘Why do you want to ask? It is not
the sickness’.

Similarly, advantages of working with a person of the
group being studied also lay in the more sensitive issues
that the nature of this study occasionally uncovered. For
instance, on one occasion when | was asking an older
chronically ill woman what she thought caused her illness,
she and Sok chatted away for a long time. Eventually |
butted in, and the response to my query of what the chatter
was all about was, much to my annoyance, that they were
‘talking about [their] own affairs’. As we drove away, Sok
explained that the woman had been disclosing a matter of
deep shame to her, to which she attributed the exacerbation
of her illness, and Sok did not want to add to her embar-
rassment by translating then and there.

The matter of requiring written informed consent has
been questioned in respect to research on Southeast Asian
refugees.™ Existing cultural and ethnic difficulties in ensur-
ing that consent is truly informed and free is complicated
by their vulnerability, as discussed above, and further
compounded by the deep fear and suspicion that many
refugees have with respect to signing papers. In the view
of some researchers, the procedure of using a consent form
ostensibly to protect potential participants could in fact be
injurious, generating high anxiety.

As | embarked on the preliminary phase of this study,
my intent was to comply with university human research
ethics requirements by obtaining written consent.
However | was strongly discouraged by Cambodian
leaders not to do so for the very reasons outlined above.*
I therefore proceeded (with the somewhat reluctant agree-
ment of the university Human Ethics Committee) on the
basis of informed verbal consent. In certain populations,
such as this Cambodian community, the procedure
described here proved not only more appropriate but
safer. The experience of this ethnographic study demon-
strated that the spirit behind the normal requirement of
obtaining written consent need not be weakened by
instead obtaining verbal consent, provided this is
informed, free, and ongoing.

| regarded consent as a process, initiated at the outset
of the study, when they were given a written description,
in both English and Khmer, of what | intended to do,
together with a personal introduction and contact
addresses and telephone numbers. This description
included the expectation that | would spend some hours
spread over several visits interviewing them with Sok, at a
place convenient to them (which in most instances was
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To provide some background about the people in the
group, Anna is Spanish, was born in 1959 and moved
to England about ten years ago. She was educated to
the equivalent of Secondary School Level. Paul, Jane
and Mandy are all English and born in 1962, 1963 and
1965 respectively. Each is educated to degree level and
Paul is currently undertaking post-graduate study. It is
also important for me to locate myself as the inter-
viewer. | am English, born in 1967. My background is
in clinical psychology and | have had some counselling
training. In what became a primarily research-based
working life, | have worked closely with and for a broad
range of statutory and non-statutory health agencies in
the AIDS sector, in mental health and in health promo-
tion, more recently working for specialist outreach
agencies responding to the needs of people working in
prostitution. Amongst my peer group, several friends are
living with AIDS and others are working in prostitution:
for me, both are professional and personal concerns.

For the discussion group meeting, | wanted to make
some attempt at creating a neutral setting and arranged
for the group to gather in a meeting room at the
National Sound Archive of the British Library. | gave
out an introductory information sheet (Figure 1), and
then left them alone in the room with the tape-recorder.
With no initial time limit placed on their discussion, they
recorded a session of about an hour in length. It was
agreed from the start that everyone would receive a copy
of the resultant recording and copies of the transcript,
and all would be offered the opportunity to have edito-
rial input on the written paper that we aimed to prepare.

This paper aims to highlight the dialogue and sharing
that occurred. It is important to emphasise that we
recognised at the outset that our method was experi-
mental and we were not seeking conclusive resolution
of the issues, nor to be prescriptive. In editing the
account, 1 initially tried to select material that might
prompt further discussion amongst oral historians. The
co-respondents then provided input that shaped the
entire presentation and provided additional reflections
which | have included mainly in the concluding section.

Imagining and controlling what happens to
tapes

Oral historians have increasingly recognised that in an
interview situation, interviewers and those who are
interviewed do not share one purpose.*® The extent to
which both sides declare what each wants and gets from
the interview varies enormously. Not surprisingly, our
discussion revealed that people had a complex range of
reasons for deciding to be interviewed and a need for
differing amounts of information prior to interview. The
primary and on-going concern was about the use of the
material and the subsequent deposit of tapes within the
archive. For Anna and Paul, their AIDS diagnoses gave
them an urgency to set down a record of their lives and
at the outset, both made assumptions that they would
not have to think too much about what might happen
to their tapes in the future as they would probably die
soon.

ANNA:

I said to Wendy, ‘Don’t explain to me nothing... | want to
do it... just get on with it.” ...Sometimes you have to do
things without thinking, when you have the gut feeling
more than anything... | was dealing with this [AIDS], and
just wanting to leave the tapes somewhere and forget
about it... I now don’t think that way | thought in the
beginning...

| thought it was the end, but a short time ago, | don’t
know why, I’'m starting to get very paranoid with what |
have done. I'm starting to think, ah! because I said seven
years [restricted access], and | was sure | will be dead by
then... I wasn’t sure, but | don’t like the having done it
suddenly. But then | became a bit paranoid about many
thingsin life... But I would like to have more information
about [access restrictions].

Anna was interviewed in 1995, before the availability of
new treatments and at a time when the implication of an
AIDS diagnosis was generally thought to be certain, immi-
nent death. With the availability of protease inhibitors and
combination drugs over the subsequent few years, a new
climate of optimism has emerged and AIDS has come to
be viewed as a chronic illness rather than a terminal disease.
Being reminded of the tapes by taking part in the discus-
sion, Anna realised that she had become anxious about her
deposit instructions. Paul was interviewed in 1997:

PAUL:

My health improved enormously and it became clear to
me that this (my recorded life history) was going to take
on a life outside me. It wasn’t going to complete my life
in some sense, it was going to stand apart from me, and
that was very strange, having to work out whether or not
to go through with it...

I didn’t really ever discuss it with Wendy, but | thought
alotabout it, partly because a lot of what | wanted to put
down is very much in conflict with the organisation that |
belonged to as it were... That’s why | thought through
how I would give access, and | have said that | want to be
able to give permission while I’'m still alive, and then for
ten years after my death, 1 want my partner and my
executor to have at least some scrutiny over who has
access. Then | don’t care.. .my ghost will have gone by
then so, like you, | found myself, my situation, changing
over the period.

For Jane, access restrictions were foremost in her mind
from the outset and, like Anna, on reflection after the inter-
view, she wanted re-confirmation of what had been agreed.

JANE:
I think that was my main anxiety as well, who’s going to

hear it, when and how long afterwards, and | asked loads
of questions before | did it. But immediately afterwards,
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A section of the Wall of
Love, an AIDS memorial.
Picture: The Terence
Higgins Trust.
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Public witnesses and the analytical frame

| have already mentioned above some of the issues I, as an
interviewer, perceive to be problematic around ‘public
witnesses’. In contemplating this further, the group raised
serious concerns about the ethical behaviour of those who
use archives, particularly in relation to the aspects of their
story that are currently considered taboo.

MANDY:

...There’s that whole thing about how the tapes can be
manipulated in somebody else’s hearing in all kinds of
different ways, and subject to all kinds of prejudice.

JANE:

People judge us anyway, don’t they... But actually, | then
find myself asking, well why, what'’s so bad about it. Why
be ashamed of it, ...there’s nothing that’s going to kill
anybody, it’s not going to bring the walls tumbling down
anymore.

PAUL:

It’s not the shame though is it? ... it’s the construct that
other people put on it. For instance if somebody who is
an established writer of good biography got hold of it, |
don’t think I’d have too big a problem; I might even be a
bit flattered, | don’t know. On the other hand if the News
of the World decided to serialise it, and comment on it, |
am not really very sure how comfortable | would feel... the
kind of light they’re going to shine on the tapes or the text
that is produced from the tapes, is not going to be a nice
one. It wouldn’t sell newspapers if it was... There is that
curious thing isn’t there about needing to be protected
from other people’s mischievousness.

MANDY:

Once you’ve made yourself public in any, however small
away, then you are vulnerable.

PAUL:
...Do you feel responsible for it?
JANE:

Well I do, I think my biggest dilemma is this thing about
not being naive about any possible impact that it could
have, and at the same time sort of being very self-dis-
paraging to say, well it's not interesting to anybody else,
it’s just my little life. | find that quite hard to judge, really.

The major concern that arises for me out of such self-
evident vulnerability is what happens when myself and the
archivist move on or are on sabbatical or sick leave. Thor-
oughly policing the use of tapes when you are still intimately
involved in the project is one thing, but when access restric-
tions of thirty years or more are placed on tapes, | do have

anxieties about their subsequent use and interpretation.
Three issues emerge: one is about improper and disrespect-
ful use of material; the second is about not gaining permis-
sion from or properly crediting the originators of the
material; and the third is about meanings and interpretation
in the analytical frame.

In relation to the first issue, it seems that because of the
open-ended nature of oral history, copyright forms cannot
be designed to make specific declarations about exactly how
the material can be used over time. As in Paul’s case
described earlier, some of my interviewees have drawn up
legal documents to deposit with the tapes specifying long
term access arrangements. In an ideal world, perhaps all of
them should be encouraged to do so, but I accept that such
an organised approach is not possible for most. It remains
a source of anxiety for me that many users of archival mate-
rial, | suspect, are often not fully aware of the sensitivities
of the material. In my view better monitoring of users is
required and that task ultimately falls on archivists. The flip-
side of these debates is that as archivists, interviewers and
interviewees, we are usually pleased that material is being
used at all, since we champion the motives for taking this
material into a public realm, and archivists are all too aware
of extensive quantities of oral history recordings that are
rarely accessed. It is sad that a wealth and depth of valuable
material often lies ignored. Somehow, we need to improve
procedures and make them more transparent so that both
agendas can be satisfied.

In relation to the second issue, the relationship between
the original interviewer and interviewee requires scrutiny.
If you are a good oral historian, your interviewee often ends
the interviewee believing that they could have completed the
recording by themselves, if they had only had the time and
inclination to get around to it. Quite understandably, the
interviewer’s role in the process of producing a good inter-
view is often underestimated from the interviewee’s
perspective. To me, this is acceptable and in some sense flat-
tering, but other issues about archiving the recordings are
neither. Most interviewers work on a freelance basis and it
seems to me that existing copyright arrangements very
quickly write the interviewer out of the equation. It is not
surprising then that public witnesses tend to treat archival
material as if it came out of the ether, often crediting the
institutional archive, but according no credit to the inter-
viewer or interviewee. | am aware of my own vulnerability
as an oral historian in relation to other people lifting and
publishing material | have collected without permission or
credit to the interviewees or to me. If archival material is
misused and published without permission, the institutions
which hold the archives are very reluctant to do very much
about it, aside from seeking an apology, since they do not
want to attract negative publicity. As a committed inter-
viewer, | am aware of this additional aspect of my own
vulnerability and would again like to see procedures tight-
ened up.

On the third identified issue about subsequent analysis
and interpretation, the group went on to discuss the shifting
public historical meanings attributed to issues that were
considered traumatic and taboo during the period when our
interviews were recorded.
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Analysing the analysed: transference and counter-
transference in the oral history encounter

Reading Analysing the
Analysed’ again it is clear
how influenced | was by
my situation at the time.

| was then (and still am!)
based at the University of
Essex, where the
historian and analyst Karl
Figlio had recently
established a Centre for
Psychoanalytic Studies.
Karl's 1988 piece in
History Workshop
Journal, ‘Oral History and
the Unconscious’, had

by Michael Roper

Vol 31, no 2, 2003, pp 20-32

made a deep impression
on me, and through the
Centre | was able to
pursue my interestin
psychoanalysis. |
attended MA sessions
on psychoanalytic
methodology run by Bob
Hinshelwood, whose
Dictionary of Kleinian
Thought remains
unsurpassed in the
clarity of its exposition of
psychoanalytic
concepts. Bob was

interested in the
application of
psychoanalytic thinking
outside the clinic and gota
group together to consider
projects that might cross
disciplinary boundaries.
From these meetings the
sociologist and child
psychotherapist Andrew
Briggs and | conceived a
project on the history of
Child Psychotherapy in the
UK, based on intensive
oral history interviews with

those — many of them
women — who pioneered
psychoanalytic work with
children within the
National Health Service
after the Second World
War. Twenty-two
interviews from the
project, which was
funded by the Wellcome
Trust, are now housed in
the National Life Story
Collection at the British
Library (see
https://bit.ly/2Ye20pm).
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been to encourage a rather blinkered perception that the
interview consists merely of words. Narrative approaches
might critique the status of oral accounts as transparent
‘fact’, but in so far as they fail to recognise the interview as
an experience in which transference takes place, they fall
back upon traditional social science understandings of
qualitative research. The emotional states of interviewer
and interviewee alike, and their effects upon the resulting
testimony, are rendered largely invisible in the interview-
as-text, which can then be interpreted as if it was purely an
instance of genre or form, and not a subjective experience.

It is through attention to how the interviewee makes us
feel that we can begin to restore something of these lost
dimensions. This entails, as Joseph puts it, ‘focusing our
attention on what is going on within the relationship, how
he [the patient] is using the analyst, alongside and beyond
what he is saying’.*” This is not easy. When students
conduct their first interview, perhaps their most common

response is that they find it difficult to both guide the infor-
mant, and listen to what they are saying. | think that this
difficulty arises in part because of the intimacy it requires
in order to generate a testimony. Empathy in a life-story
interview involves being receptive to how the interviewee
felt then and makes us feel now. The emotional energy
required by such attentiveness makes it particularly hard
to keep hold of our own questions and research agendas.
Moreover, because pain, loss and disappointment are to
some extent universal human states, at some point in an
interview we may well be confronted by reactions or
memories which feel difficult, and which may threaten our
capacity to empathise. | have sometimes found myself
repeating in my head, when confronted by anxieties such
as these, ‘just stick with it, stay with what they are feeling’.
Of course one’s instinctive tendency is to want to put these
awkward or uncomfortable moments behind as soon as
possible. During the interview itself it may indeed be neces-
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was a strong theme throughout the second interview, as
she told me about her work with supervisees, clients, and
others. Having been projected into as a child, she seemed
to have developed a particular sensitivity to the problems
this caused others. She was currently working with
someone from a non-analytic profession: ‘bit by bit | feel
I’m pulling her into a situation where she can actually
observe something and doesn’t put too much of herself in
it’.?* As we drew towards the end of the time we had sched-
uled, she extended the limit. | then asked her about what
qualities she felt she had contributed to her work. One of
the factors she mentioned was being ‘good at interviewing.
I’m good at going with the flow’, then added, You know, |
had an aunt called Flo’.**

Joseph comments that ‘movement and change is an
essential aspect of transference’ in the analytic situation.”
The same could be said of the interview. At the beginning
of the initial encounter with N there was — as there usually
is — some anxiety on both sides. | was somewhat rattled at
being late, a feeling which in fact hampered my attempts
to set the equipment up properly and start the interview. |
had to stave off thoughts of impending disaster, a sense
that the interview might be ruined because N would be irri-
tated at my lateness, and because time was short. This had
undoubtedly contributed to my failure to turn N’s micro-
phone on. In contrast to the analyst, whose training and
supervision helps to guard against acting out, such a failure
might be seen as an enactment of my counter-transference;
that is, of my fear of having offended N, and anticipation
of her possible anger towards me.

At the same time, however, | think my failure may also
have been prompted by N’s transference to me. Amidst my
own confusion at the time of unpacking the recording
equipment I had an acute sense of the intrusiveness of my
endeavour. | found myself wondering what earthly right |
had to delve into this woman'’s personal past. This sense
was prompted | think by N’s reactions to the microphone
cord, and then by her seemingly sceptical response to my
offer to tell her more about the project. With ethical doubts
so much in mind, | struggled to summon an adequate intel-
lectual rationale for our project. N’s sense of uncertainty
about what the interview would entail emerged further in
her response to my description of the project, as she sought
to put me right about the history of her occupation. Her
initial wariness — experienced by me a sense of slight prick-
liness — might perhaps be explained in terms of the account
she subsequently gave of her childhood and career prior to
becoming a psychotherapist. Even with the benefit of anal-
ysis, it would be difficult for her to traverse this past
without to some extent re-encountering the confusion of
boundaries. | often had a sensation during the interview of
uncanny parallels between her experiences and my own, a
sense that her comments may just as well have been my
own, as if she was speaking my mind. This was not only in
relation to our shared intellectual concerns. Listening to
her accounts of her lecturing experiences had prompted
some extremely painful memories for me of ‘stepping into
the shoes’ of my predecessors. Above all, her comment
about being projected into struck an immediate chord with
me, making me feel that this really must be my mother she

was talking about. This sensation of close associations
recapitulated something of the feelings that I suspect N had
experienced with Jane, her analyst, and others. Without
conscious prompting, and in response to transference on
each side, issues about the struggle to achieve familial and
professional autonomy were present throughout the
session.

In the second interview | felt that we had moved on
somewhat from these concerns. | had a sensation of time
telescoping, as did she. She communicated great enthusi-
asm for her work. Whereas the first interview had re-
kindled my long-standing ambivalence towards lecturing,
I now found myself wondering about what kind of a
psychotherapist | might make. Her capacity to, as she put
it, ‘foster... people’s development’ was something which |
experienced directly, when N observed that she thought |
was a good interviewer. This followed immediately on from
a comment about her aunt ‘Flo’. She concluded by describ-
ing our interview as a ‘not untherapeutic’ experience,
because, in contrast to an analysis which is ongoing, it had
enabled her to draw various parts of her life together and
see them at once.”®

What was the ‘pathway of associations’ in these inter-
views?*” My reactions to N in the early minutes of the
interview put me in mind of my mother, who was often late
for social occasions, and for whom lateness was experi-
enced with a sense of panic that never seemed quite
commensurate with the occasion, and which could some-
times temporarily deprive her of the capacity to think. In
the interview with N | had reacted precisely like my mother,
a case of enacting in the present, a state of mind once
transferred onto me. Eased out of this state by the devel-
oping conversation with N, it was not long before | was
able to recover a sense of professional competence. On N’s
part, the interview moved from an initial focus on situa-
tions in which it had been difficult to establish boundaries
between herself and others that felt appropriate, towards
accounts which communicated a sense of her competence,
and in which the desire to give back to her profession was
prominent.”® Her references to the mother who projected
into her, and to her aunt ‘Flo’, indicate aspects of the
emotional contents of significant relationships from her
past which were present in our two interviews.

Movements such as these in the character of the
empathy between interviewer and interviewee are far from
unusual. Qualitative research textbooks might attribute
such shifts to the establishment of ‘trust’, or ‘rapport’.
What such terms miss is the capacity of the interview,
through the uncertainty that it generates, and its focus on
childhood and family background, to re-capitulate partic-
ular aspects of earlier emotional conflicts on both sides. In
the case of my interview with N, the encounter changed as
I moved beyond the family script of immobilising panic,
and as N moved from her early experiences of being
projected into, to her post-analysis, adult life and career.

In trying to assess how and where unconscious material
might be being brought into the interview, the interviewer
faces many difficulties. Whereas analysis will unfold over
many sessions, taking months or years, our data rests on
a limited number of encounters, usually held over a rela-
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Individual remembering and ‘collective memory’:
theoretical presuppositions and
contemporary debates

| was deeply concerned at
the time about what |
perceived to be the
overdetermining influence
of collective memory
theory on oral history
analysis and
interpretation, and on the
spur of the moment
decided | had to write
something. | felt very
much out on a limb and
remember encountering a

by Anna Green

Vol 32, no 2, 2004, pp 35-44

INDIVIDUAL REMEMBERING
AND ‘COLLECTIVE MEMORY':
THEORETICAL
PRESUPPOSITIONS AND

particularly aggressive
negative response, for
example, at the inaugural
2008 ISCH conference in
Ghent. It was only much
later that | came across
the following observations
written sixty years apart
by the Annales historian
Marc Bloch and the
American historian David
Thelen. Bloch ascribed
the fall of France in 1940

(Létrange défaite) toa
collective scholarly
fatalism in the face of
‘the great impersonal
forces at work in
society....”; and David
Thelen built on Bloch’s
critique (‘Butis it
history?’) to remind us
that it is ‘individuals [who]
remember and forget,
dream and criticise,
decide whether to take

responsibility. Institutions
and cultures and
circumstances don’t do
these things’. | wished |
had read them both
earlier.

Anna Green, Associate
Professor, Stout
Research Centre for
New Zealand Studies,
Victoria University of
Wellington, New
Zealand
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cies, girl’s magazines, and films. The oral histories
recorded with women who lived through the war are then
located within the matrix of publicly available discourses.
The result is reductionist, and complex answers are forced
into the categories, for example, of ‘stoic’ or ‘heroic’ narra-
tives. Nor is there much room in Summerfield’s analysis
for the self-reflective individual, rejecting as she does the
‘capacity of interviewees to see into the inner processes of
[the] self, specifically to perceive internal changes across
time and attribute them to identifiable causes’.” It is diffi-
cult to understand, in the model adopted by Summerfield,
why individuals adopt a specific perspective, or how
changes in individual perception and understanding could
occur. Rather than exploring how and why ideas, values
and beliefs are critiqued, reassembled, juxtaposed or
rejected, her focus appears to be how far the oral narratives
fit pre-existing cultural frameworks.

The social and psychological dimensions of oral history
interpretive theory focus upon the context within which
remembering takes place, and upon shared psychological
imperatives underlying the construction of stories about
the past. The theory of ‘composure’, employed in two key
oral history texts published in 1994, Graham Dawson’s
Soldier Heroes, and Alistair Thomson’s Anzac Memories,
incorporates these elements alongside a cultural analysis.
Dawson was a member of the Popular Memory Group in

Birmingham and Thomson was influenced by the Group’s
approach, which explored the interaction between public
and private memory. The critical insight developed by this
Group, according to Michael Roper, is that remembering
always invokes broader public discourses, particularly
those of the popular media:

Central to the popular-memory approach is the notion
that personal accounts of the past are never produced in
isolation from these public narratives, but must operate
within their terms. Remembering always entails the
working of past experience into available cultural
scripts.”

The two cultural scripts under investigation in Dawson
and Thomson’s work are those of the ‘soldier hero’ of
British adventure stories, and the Anzac legend in
Australian memory.*

As Roper pointed out, the main emphasis of both
books is upon the link between private and public remem-
bering, and the individual’s need to compose a past that
is publicly acceptable. Dawson argues that, ‘subjective
composure fundamentally depends upon social recogni-
tion, with its power to confirm that the versions of self and
world figured in a narrative correspond to those of other
people....* Thomson and Dawson also place considerable
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emphasis upon the social context, the ‘particular publics’
such as a wartime platoon, within which memories are
recounted and shared. Thomson draws our attention to
‘the importance of social acceptance and affirmation’
within these groups, which may be potentially repressive
of individual memories or perspectives that do not corre-
spond with those of others.’®® Dawson describes the
‘determining influence’ of such groups.® These arguments
are consistent with those of Halbwachs, emphasising the
controlling role of collectivities sharing a remembered
past.

Another dimension of composure is psychological: the
need to construct in Thomson’s words ‘a safe and neces-
sary personal coherence out of the unresolved, risky and
painful pieces of past and present lives.” Composing a past
we can live with, and that gives us a sense of coherent
identity, involves actively managing the memories of trau-
matic or painful experiences. As Thomson acknowledges,
this is not always successful, and ‘we are left with unre-
solved tension and fragmented, contradictory identities’.®*
These tensions cause psychic anxieties, and Dawson
draws upon Kleinian psychoanalytic theory, and the
concept of ‘phantasy’, to explain the purchase of the myth
of the soldier hero upon masculine consciousness.*

The theory of composure has had considerable influ-
ence among oral historians. It provides a valuable way of
understanding the underlying dynamics of life narratives,
and provides considerable insights into the cultural, social
and psychological dimensions of remembering.

One strength of composure as an interpretive device is
that it ‘introduces one possible motivation for story-telling:
as a means of actively managing painful experiences from
the past’. But, as Roper continues, ‘it has little to say about
personal motivations for remembering’. He seeks to
address this lacuna in a study of two autobiographical
accounts of a specific wartime incident, written by the
same author sixty years apart. Roper argues that the
author was ‘motivated as much by the need to address
feelings which date from the event itself as from the imag-
ined expectations of his audience at the moment of
telling’. Roper concludes that unconscious emotions
generated in the past coalesce with contemporary ‘life-
dilemmas’, triggering the processes of memory. In this
analysis individual memories are structured by the uncon-
scious.*

In conclusion, the three strands of contemporary life
narrative and oral history interpretive theory — the
cultural, social, and psychoanalytic — all lean towards a
culturally determinist and functionalist perspective
concerning individual memory. Each reinforces the notion
that individuals’ memories conform to dominant cultural
scripts or unconscious psychic templates, and are recalled
within the constraints of ‘particular publics’. It is easy,
therefore, for collective memory theorists to reject the
significance of individual remembering, and subsume it
within the concept of collective memory.

In defending the significance of individual memory and
remembering for historians, | would like to raise two ques-
tions about the analytical perspectives outlined above. The
first relates to the tendency among memory theorists to

utilise the same interpretative approaches for both auto-
biography and oral history; should not the differences
between written and oral forms of life narrative be given
greater weight? The second asks whether oral historians
are prepared to abandon the idea that there is a conscious
‘self” capable of reflecting upon experience and critiquing
public and private discourses or (to use Dawson’'s term)
‘cultural imaginaries’.

Roper’s conclusions regarding the processes of
memory are based upon two written documents, not oral
histories. However, there are differences between the
fixed, literary written form of life narrative, and the fluid,
interactive and often more ambivalent dialogue that is
generated in the oral history interview. All oral narratives
are spoken with an audience in mind, but reminiscing
with one’s contemporaries (the ‘particular publics’ of
Dawson and Thomson), writing an autobiography, and
responding to an oral historian are all very different
mnemonic contexts.* While the oral history interviewer
undoubtedly influences the narrative outcome through
engagement with the interviewee, the nature of the
dialogue between an interviewer and interviewee is not
the same as that within a cohesive social group such as a
family, where competing memories jostle for dominance.
The interviewer usually does not share the same past, and
in many contexts there may be less personal constraint
on what may, or may not, be said.

An example of the relative candour within an oral
history interview was noted by Alistair Thomson in Anzac
Memories, when he wrote of one of his interviewees: ‘...his
remembering was reflective and discursive, and sometimes
self-questioning. He decided that he should tell me stories
that he preferred not to relate to other audiences or to
dwell upon when he was alone....”* Furthermore, a narra-
tion that seemingly draws upon a conventional ‘cultural
script’” may be more subversive than is at first apparent.
For example, following an oral history interview with an
‘ordinary’ Italian American ‘housewife’, Susan Ostrov
Weisser concluded that the interviewee almost ‘effaced’
herself in the initial spontaneous narrative, submerging
herself within a conventional family story.*® But through
an insightful analysis of the ways in which the words ‘but’,
and ‘just’ were used within the narrative, Weisser came to
see how her interviewee mediated the gender constraints
and expectations of her life:

As the first audience for Mrs F’s text, and later one of
her reader interpreters, | came to stand before it not
with an authority over its interpretation that would fore-
close or exhaust its multiple meanings, but with a cer-
tain humility, admiration, and, eventually, sympathy.
For me the ingenuity (not ingenuousness or disingenu-
ousness) of Mrs F’s narrative is the way in which it
allows for, but also contains, a multiplicity of positions
that are contradictory, yet also permits a certain fluidity
of identity within the constraints of her gender, ethnic-
ity, and class.*”

Oral histories are works in progress, as individuals
cognitively and emotionally grapple with the contradic-












Like much of my work,
the making of this paper
has been a long work in
progress, developed
through a number of
versions and revisions,
in Italian, Spanish, and
English, and reflecting
in almost real time my
relationship to dramatic
current events.
However, the original
occasion was a

conference at Ohio
State University on
“Going Native”. Thus,
while the emotions that
generated it had to do
with the ongoing wars
and the memory and
the memory of memory
of past ones (and how a
mutilated memory of
past wars legjtimated
new ones), the
methodological

question had to do with
positioning: we can take
the “native” point of
view but do not
understand its meaning
view unless we are also
able to look at it from a
distance. In a way, it
was also a reply to the
anti-oral history mantra
— “you can’t do history
only with oral sources” —
which of course no one
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really does; indeed,
much of the power and
meaning of oral sources
does not come from
taking them at face
values but from the
dialogue and
confrontation with other
narratives. Thus, we
recognise the
importance and
meaning of the “wrong”
narratives in which
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survivors blame the
destruction of their
homes and
neighbourhoods not on
the Allies but on the
Germans, precisely
because we know that

they are “wrong”. The
task of “oral historians”
ultimately lies in being
in two places at once,
connecting and
interrogating different
levels and forms of

narrative (including Karl
Vonnegut, William
Carlos Williams, even
The Merchant of Venice
—at the time | was still a
professor of literature),
and navigating, as it

were, the middle ground
between history and
memory, documents and
imagination, writing and
orality, and the airplane
and the red bus.
Alessandro Portelli

Abstract: The essay looks at contemporary descriptions of aerial warfare as a metaphor for the ‘top-down’
and ‘from-the-bottom-up’ perceptions and representations of history and argues that the task of oral history
is to reconnect the two views and explore the ground in between. It exemplifies this approach by an
exploration of the memory of bombardments in Italy (mainly Rome and Terni) and of its ambiguities: for
instance, many narrators have a hard time recognising that their homes and neighbourhoods were destroyed
by those who they have learned to designate as ‘liberators’, rather than by their Nazi and Fascist oppressors.
The article also compares this memory with journalistic, historical and literary discussions of aerial warfare,
including the wars in Kosovo and Iraq as well as the bombing of Dresden.

Keywords: aerial bombardment, World War Two, Italy, memory

So much depends
Upon

A red wheel
Barrow

Glazed with rain
Water

Beside the white
Chickens
(William Carlos Williams)

Innocent victims

Of the liberating gun

June 6, 1944

Proietti Cleofe

Proietti Maddalena

(plaque in via San Vittorino, Rome)*

Air-to-earth

I was reminded of William Carlos William’s somewhat
cryptic poem by a news item in la Repubblica on 1 May,
1999: “The Djakovica — Pec — Podgorica express [was] an
old red bus’. As it travelled between Kosovo and Montene-
gro on 1 May, 1999, it was hit by a Nato missile and about
forty passengers were burned alive inside. ‘Its bright colour
did not suffice to make the bus visible to Nato pilots. As a
spokesperson said about the Lyzane accident, from the alti-
tude the pilots are at, if they concentrated on a bus they
would lose sight of their targets’.?

This is not a paper about the war, but rather about
historical methodology, the fieldwork experience, and the
grammar of memory. Aerial warfare is both a tragic fact of
life and history, and is the materialisation of some of the
metaphors so commonly used in literature, anthropology
and history that we hardly recognise them as metaphors:

discourse ‘from above’ and ‘from below’, history ‘from the
top down’ and ‘from the bottom up’, internal and external
‘point of view’, the ‘etic’ and the ‘emic, and so forth.It all
becomes terribly literal when world history is dropped on a
local bus in the shape of a missile.

The top down, outside, emic view from above possesses
a superior (literally, higher) power to perceive the global
context, the general picture. The bird’s eye or bomber’s
radar view of the world sees farther, and retains the whole-
some detachment, the capacity for abstraction, the rational
ability to concentrate on the objective and the relevant (the
target) and dismiss the irrelevant (the bus) that is so neces-
sary to science. Thus, air photographs of the air raids on
Rome, 19 July, 1943 (which I will use here as my main
reference) show the city as an agglomerate of buildings,
but with no discernible human presence: which makes
sense, since the buildings, not the humans, are the stated
object of the discourse of the raid. ‘I didn’t see much of
the city at all as | recall’, says a British airman who partic-
ipated in the raids over Dresden: ‘I’'m sorry | can’t tell you
more, but when you’re in that kind of a situation you’re
not observing a lot of things’.®

On the other hand, the lower (literally, inferior) point
of view is narrowly focused, irretrievably bound to the
detail, to the concrete — shall we say, down-to-earth,
grassroots — immediacy of material experience, and is
inevitably twisted into and limited by the personal,
emotional identification and involvement. The Argen-
tinean writer Rodolfo Walsh, later murdered by the mili-
tary regime, put it perhaps a bit too categorically in his
Operacién Masacre: ‘the ideas of the common people [are]
generally accurate in what concerns concrete and tangible
things, vague or arbitrary in other respects’. We shall see
that it isn’t always this way. Yet, he has a point. The other
point, of course, is that our culture tends to prize the
general and the abstract over the concrete and the tangi-
ble.*
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Neither, however, is more authentic than the other, and
neither functions correctly without the other. Indeed,
global history from above ignores local history and native
point of view from below to its own risk — as well as to the
risk of those below. Today’s smart weapons are infallibly
directed towards their surgical targets — provided, however,
that their way between the sky and the earth be absolutely
clear of interfering detail. As another Nato spokesman
explained, if they run into clouds — or even into the dust
close to the ground raised by earlier smart bombs — their
laser beam gets thrown off course and they may wind up
in another country altogether — like the smart bomb that
destroyed an apartment house in the outskirts of Sofia,
Bulgaria, a hundred miles away.® Or, as in Luzane and
earlier in Grdelica Klisura, you may actually hit the target
— a bridge — and write off as non-pertinent, ‘collateral’
damage the bus or the train that may just then find itself
between the bridge and the bomb.® When an intelligent
bomb fell on a bus at the Kandahar city gate, on 25
October, 2001, ten to twenty passengers died.” A number
of us historians, critics, cultural analysts must have had the
same experience in our work: we see much and we see far,
but the messy matter of everyday life keeps getting in the
way of our concepts and we miss the red bus. Fortunately,
with no immediate casualties other than the value of what
we do.

On the other hand, we may become so enamoured of
the actual and the concrete that our perception becomes
restricted to what is visible and recognisable from the
ground level. We see the immediate experience, the
personal stories, and lose sight of the global processes that
impact on them. We see the bomb fall on the bus, and fail
to recognise, or even to question, who dropped it and why.

Oral history, in essence, is an attempt to re-connect
the local, native point of view from below and the global,
scientific point of view from above: to contextualise the
local, and to enable the global to recognise it. Oral history,
then, brings history from above and history from below
into the same text — as it were, to the negotiating table —
creating an equal dialogue between the historians’ aware-
ness of broad spatial and temporal patterns, and the local
narrator’s closely focused personal narrative.

Understandable emotions
In his excellent book on the bombing of Dresden, Frederick
Taylor describes how after the firestorm created in the city
centre by the first raid, successive raids hit wider and wider
areas, extending to the outskirts where the inhabitants of
the centre had sought refuge.A local witness observed that,
as the bombs seemed to follow their route of escape, they
‘really felt as if they were coming in for special persecution’.
‘Of course they were not’, Taylor comments: ‘But when an
area is subjected to intense attack, terrified individuals
understandably take it personally’.®

Bombardments are impersonal; bombarded people,
however, die personally. If a missile falls on a red bus, the
damage to the passengers may be collateral to the strate-
gist, but is as central as it comes to them. Both points of
view are correct in their way, and the space between them
— the impersonal view from above, the personal anger and

pain from below — is the space of the ultimate contradiction
of war.

The key word in Taylor’s passage, however, is ‘under-
standably’. Top-down discourse can envelop the experience
of those below in an irritating paternalistic comprehension:
‘The sense that the enemy aircraft are “following” you , or
have “picked you out” is a strong human instinct’. As a US
aircraft carrier officer explained, ‘a 2000 Ib [fragmenta-
tion] bomb, no matter where you drop it, is a significant
emotional event for anyone within a square mile’.° This
statement is revealing not only because of its deadpan
understatement, but also because of the way it reduces the
massacre down to an exclusively local perspective: the
event is not even emotionally, let alone historically, relevant
outside the square mile immediately concerned. We under-
stand their emotions, precisely because we are above them
(they are terrified; we, of course, are not), because we
possess broader horizons, and retain the monopoly of
rationality whereas they are ruled by instinct.

Perhaps the best metaphoric treatment of this relation-
ship is to be found in a passage from Kurt Vonnegut’s
Slaughterhouse 5. Billy Pilgrim, the narrator, witnessed the
fire bombing of Dresden from below, as an American pris-
oner of war. Later in life he suffers from brain concussion
in an air crash, and is taken to a hospital, in a near-
vegetable state. He shares a room with Bertram Copeland
Rumfoord, a Harvard professor of history and the author
of a twenty-seven volume history of the United States Air
Corps in World War Two. Graphically, Billy is lying on a
low cot next to Rumfoord’s taller bed. “There was almost
nothing in the twenty-seven volumes about the Dresden
raid, even though it had been such a howling success’,
writes Vonnegut.™ At this point, however, as he prepares
to condense his work in a one-volume edition, he thinks
of making some changes: ‘Americans have finally heard
about Dresden’, he says; ‘So I've got to put something
about it in my book’.

‘It was now that Billy Pilgrim spoke up intelligently. “I
was there”, he said’.

The work of oral history is to connect the twenty-seven
volume official history and the immediacy of the ‘I was
there’ experience. An oral historian needs to be able to see
both, and to chart the space between. We must make those
above aware of the meaning of their actions below; and we
must strive to make those below aware of the global causes
and contexts of what is happening to them. This is not
impossible: after all, though we tend to credit those below
only with emotions, yet the Billy Pilgrims of this world
speak also ‘intelligently’.

Yet, it is no easy task. In the first place, history from
above will just not listen: ‘Now, with Billy Pilgrim speaking
clearly and to the point, Rumfoord’s ears wanted to treat
the words as a foreign language that was not worth learn-
ing: “He’s simply echoing things we say... He’s got
echolalia now...”” Rumfoord’s attitude is reminiscent of
the approach to cultures that sees subaltern cultures as
nothing but ill-understood attempts to imitate cultural
traits ‘descended’ from higher cultures.** Thus, they are
not worth listening to in any case: as Billy insists, ‘Rumfo-
ord sighed impatiently... “Must we talk about it now?”...
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walked on via Casilina, it was full of dead people like
scraps of paper thrown away...”?°; ‘Then during the war
they peppered via Casilina, via Prenestina, the old Roman
roads, with bombs. | remember that out there, near the
San Felice church, a horse was hit. Soon as this horse fell,
all the people, with knives, cutting out pieces of meat,
because... there was so much hunger...’®; *...capsized
trams, dead horses, and the mutilated bodies of the victims
of the bombardment’.?* In May, 1999, with no war
supposedly going on, a US missile hit a shepherds’ village
near Mossul, in Irag, ‘killing a whole family of seven
people and 200 sheep’.®

Again: ‘Along the street, dead horses there were, glass,
shards, it was a disaster’;** “There was some of everything,
rubble, you couldn’t walk, and | remember a carriage with
its horses all broken, all cut, and I also saw the driver
broken up’®; ‘On the Tiburtino bridge, | saw a horse with
its legs sticking up in the air, squirting blood, squirting
blood all over. It had been strafed. I think by Clark Gable,
because Clark Gable was on those planes’; ‘Along via Pre-
nestina, dead bodies and animals, horses all gutted out, and
my poor dad kept telling my mother, “look away”, and
she’d turn one way and saw corpses, she’d look the other
way and saw animals, and so on. This was the first
bombardment in Rome’*; ‘I happened to be in this tavern,
lots of people, near Gondrand, the transport firm that used
horses, and there were dead horses on the ground, they
still used horses for transport in those days’.”®

No wonder the definitive novel on the vision of
bombardments from below is called Slaughterhouse 5. In
Mossul, Rome, Milan, Terni, Dresden, men, sheep,
women, horses, dogs, children are slaughtered together,
amalgamated in a general crisis of distinctions and reason:

Manlio Tosti. A wall fell on him, and there was a gap
you could go in through, and the bomb fell and cut off
his head. Later, we were working on the site and trying
to clean up a little, and we found him, his head was
missing and | was told later that it was found but it
wasn’t there when | saw him, so | said to myself, ‘They
were right, we are meat to the slaughter. But | didn’t
accept it!” You heard it all the time, someone saying,
‘We’re meat to the slaughter’ And it was right, we were
meat to the slaughter, more of a slaughter than that,
headless, the wall fell on top of him, then we told his
wife and what happened happened.*

The heritage of fascism and the
broken-hearted pilot
No one, however, is satisfied with the mere contemplation
of chaos and shambles. Memory is more than a record of
the experience and an archive of data; rather, it functions
as an incessant work of interpretation and reinterpretation,
and of organization of meanings. This labour of memory
is well represented by two ‘texts’ from the bombed neigh-
bourhood of San Lorenzo. One is about historical memory
and political conscience; the other, folklore and imagina-
tion. One is probably a male expression, the other female.
The first of these two texts is a huge hand-made graffiti
painted on the exposed inner wall of a bombed building,

that read: ‘Legacy of Fascism’ (‘Eredita del fascismo’). It
was later erased, in what seems an apt metaphor for the
whitewashing of memory, as the neighbourhood became
more gentrified, touristy, and respectable. The graffiti was
a signal example of how street-level, rank-and-file vision
can rise to a clear understanding of the broad historical
patterns that determine the lived experience; it was the
expression of the political culture and historical memory
of a working-class neighbourhood whose identity has long
been founded on its resistance, from the very beginning,
to the Fascist regime.* The people of San Lorenzo were
able to conjugate the tangible and concrete experience with
the more abstract, distant, political and historical causes.
San Lorenzo knew who the real enemy was, and that sign
on the wall was a judgment on the responsibilities of
Fascism:

Luciano Pizzoli. When | was six, my thought was that
there was a war on, and these were the consequences
of war (as a childhood memory). The grownups said
that this was a great tragedy to which we had been
brought by Fascism. Others distanced themselves
because even though they might have supported
Fascism, they had said no to the war from the start. By
the time | was thirteen or fourteen, | remember those
times and even though I didn’t understand what they
said, yet within a few years | understood what they
meant, what they thought.**

The graffiti is an example of that strand of memory and
political orientation that saw Allied bombs as a means to
hasten the end of the war and the fall of Fascism. This atti-
tude was eloquently voiced by another graffiti on the walls
of Rome during the war: ‘Better the Americans on our
heads than Mussolini on our balls’.** In Terni, another red
working-class town, most narrators insisted on the respon-
sibility of Fascism for the slaughter of the war. The belief
that bombs shortened the war was widespread at the time.
The historian and partisan Claudio Pavone (the author of
the definitive book on the Resistance)®, told me several
times in conversations and seminars that this was the
prevalent attitude among the partisans in Milan. More
recently, writing about the memory of the war in Milan and
Lombardy, the historian Francesca Valtulina reports narra-
tives of massacres and disasters but mentions no judgment,
either of responsibility or of gratitude, toward the Allies or
the Fascists.*

The other text is a story. Cesare De Simone, in his book
on the bombardments in Rome tells it this way: ‘The
women [of San Lorenzo] also tell about a Negro pilot
whose bomb hit a shelter and many people died; when he
comes in from his mission and learns what happened, he
dies of a broken heart.’®

The meaning is clear: if they knew what they were
doing, it would break their hearts. Indeed, some believe
that they could not know because they were not fully
conscious of their actions. Gianfranco Capozio, a college
professor, recalls: ‘My father always told me that on Colle
Oppio, | don’t know if you know about this, an American
plane, the pilot was drunk, and it lit upon a hospital. It hit
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| wrote this article shortly
after the publication of
my book Women and
ETA: The Gender Politics
of Radical Basque
Nationalism (University of
Manchester Press,
2007), which drew on
oral history interviews
with women who had
been active in, or
supporters of, the armed
organisation ETA during

CONNECTIONS

the late twentieth
century. | had conducted
the interviews in the mid
1990s, when the
Basque conflict was still
‘hot’. During these years
ETA committed a
number of
assassinations
throughout Spain, there
were regular violent
clashes between young
ETA supporters and

police riot squads in the
Old Town of Bilbao
where | was living, and
relatives of ETA's several
hundred prisoners held
weekly protests outside
the Arriaga theatre on
the banks of the Nervion
river. Some outsiders
expressed concern for
my personal safety while
conducting research in
such conditions; but |
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was more aware of the
political, emotional and
intellectual challenges of
investigating a history
that was still happening,
and that shaped the
lives of all those around
me, including the
women | interviewed.

| was particularly
conscious that
interviewing people who
had been directly
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This paper has its origins in a number of concerns related
to the practice and politics of oral history. These concerns
arise from my experience as an oral historian, as well as from
theoretical and political questions related to memory studies
and feminist theory. My work in oral history has been
strongly influenced by feminist oral history literature that
calls for interview and interpretative practices that encourage
empathy with the interview subject or ‘narrator’, and
combines the analysis of empirical data with the use of inter-
views to investigate questions of subjectivity, memory and
emotion in the interview.*

As many commentators have noted, oral history has
often been linked to grassroots and progressive politics,
and to the democratic impulse to ‘give voice’ to historical
subjects marginalised, oppressed or forgotten by traditional
documentary history.> More recently, oral history has been
influenced by developments in the study of memory.
Although often lacking the expressly political aims of oral
history, much of this research nonetheless focuses on the
memories of victims of conflict, in particular those
subjected to genocide, torture, war and political violence.
Remembering, in short, has come to be associated largely
with testimony, and researchers with the practice of
witnessing. In this context, the researcher is often assumed
naturally — and necessarily — to have an empathetic posi-
tion vis-a-vis her subject, and in particular to identify with
that subject’s pain and suffering.

As a feminist historian and activist, | have championed
the explicitly political nature of the model of oral history as
advocacy. Yet my own experience of research has prompted
me to reflect upon the intellectual and political implications
of this model, to the extent that it assumes that interview
subjects are by definition oppressed or marginalised, and
that their hitherto silenced voices will challenge dominant
discourses in a progressive way. In the mid-1990s, | inter-
viewed a number of Basque women who had participated
in or supported political violence, sometimes resulting in
injury and murder. Most of these women had also experi-
enced, directly or through someone close to them, state
and state-sanctioned ‘anti-terrorist’ violence, including
arrest, torture, imprisonment and paramilitary attacks.®
The experience of conducting and analysing these inter-
views has made me conscious of the need for a theory and
practice of oral history that takes into account the complex-
ity of such narrators’ relationship to regimes of power and
violence, and of our relationship to them as researchers.

I am not the first researcher to interview subjects who
have participated in or supported violence against others;
there are many examples of oral histories and ethnographic
studies conducted with members of far-right, fascist and
racist political movements.* In Holocaust studies, histori-
ans and other scholars have debated the ethics of reading
and writing about perpetrator testimonies.® These debates
have helped to shape my own thinking about research with
narrators who are not, or are not only, victims. However,
most such examples maintain a necessary distinction
between racist or fascist perpetrators, on one hand, and
their victims, on the other. As such, they are based on the
assumption that both the researcher and reader (often
presented as a unified ‘we’) will be hostile to history as

recounted by the oppressors, and will automatically identify
with their victims, both emotionally and politically. In other
words, the advocacy or witnessing model of oral history
presupposes the ethically sound and politically progressive
stance of the researcher.

My aim in this paper is not to challenge the politically
urgent task of interviewing and publishing the stories of
groups whose history has largely been ignored by tradi-
tional history, or the equally valuable project of document-
ing memories of people who participate in violence against
others in order to understand, in Kathleen Blee’s words,
‘the historical attraction of ordinary people’ to violent polit-
ical movements.® My intention, rather, is to consider how
oral historians can continue this project without reinforcing
what Blee calls the ‘epistemological dichotomy’” that places
the oral historian in solidarity and empathy vis-a-vis certain
narrators and in a position of distance and objectivity in
relation to others.

Oral history’s engagement with theories of memory,
trauma and witnessing has yielded theoretically rich studies
and important ethical discussion. Similarly, recent devel-
opments in cultural theory that emphasise affect and
emotion are of value to oral historians, for whom the ques-
tion of feeling in the interview is often paramount.®
Nonetheless, I argue that it is necessary, in the light of
these multiple theoretical influences, to define our terms
carefully and to remain aware of the differences as well as
the links between political commitment, on one hand, and
emotional engagement, on the other. Finally, | caution
against the tendency — found in much work on oral history,
as well as studies about witnessing and trauma — to assume
that the researcher necessarily occupies a politically
progressive stance by virtue of conducting interviews with
victims of past atrocities. Political commitment, unlike
empathy, requires an objective analysis of wider social
conditions, as well as some form of action beyond the
confines of research. In other words, while there is often a
relationship being a good (that is, ethical and rigorous)
interviewer and a politically committed researcher, the two
are not necessarily the same thing.

Empathy and Oral History

In an important article on oral history, the novel and
nostalgia in Spain, Gina Herrmann argues that one of the
premises of oral history is that it ‘insists on empathy’.° For
Herrmann, empathy is both an ethical and political posi-
tion. Drawing on the psychoanalytical theories of Heinz
Kohut, Herrmann offers ‘empathetic inquiry’™ as a counter
to narcissism, which she defines as a solipsistic position in
which ‘historical memory is useless’.** According to
Herrmann, ‘Insofar as oral history is an overwhelmingly
liberal discipline that has traditionally sought to externalise
the memories of its own ideological heroes, it has always
been a nostalgic enterprise.”*

I agree with Herrmann that the oral history interview
cannot work without a degree of empathy. | am also sympa-
thetic to her political claims for oral history: that it can prove
an important tool in contesting amnesia as well as false
memories of past and present violence and repression.** But
I am less convinced by the implied relationship between the
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ation, interpret this dream as some form of wish fulfilment.
But what interests me here is my immediate reaction to the
dream. Although at the time | was preoccupied only with
what it meant in personal terms, | now see that the dream
as | recorded it is expressive as well of the complexity of
the categories ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’ in relation to my
work on women and ETA. The women on the posters, like
women in ETA, are not only victims but also agents of
political violence; the police are both protectors and tortur-
ers (including sexual torturers); the rapists are also partic-
ipants in a consensual sexual encounter. In the dream, ‘I’
also occupy and identity with diverse positions: voyeur, ‘sex
slave’, cop. Yet in spite of this, and in spite of not actually
feeling fear upon waking, | still interpreted my ‘self’ in the
dream as a victim. Although at the time | did not see it,
today | would suggest that the dream was pointing me
towards the complexity of my position as a researcher in
relation to the subject | was studying, a complexity which,
on a conscious level, | still failed (resisted?) seeing.

Identification with victimhood

It is important to clarify here that what | am writing about
is not the complex relationship between actual victims and
perpetrators of violence, but rather my relationship to them
as a researcher. Today | can recognise that | had this dream
at a time in my life when | occupied and identified with
the position of victim rather defiantly, if very painfully. In
recent years, a number of scholars have expressed concern
at what Susannah Radstone calls an identification with
‘pure victimhood’ that characterises much ‘canonical’ testi-
monial work. As an alternative, Radstone proposes a form
of reading that allows for a wider range of identifications
and fantasies.® Far from proposing a relativist position vis-
a-vis the atrocities of the past, Radstone suggests that
taking fantasy into account may help us to understand the
complex processes through which victims forge resistance
to violence.® Moreover, in the identification with ‘pure
victimhood’ one can detect a ‘Manichean certainty
concerning the spaces occupied by and the distinctions
between “good” and “bad’.** There is an implicit parallel
here with what Radstone identifies as the ‘Manicheanism
and simplification (...) at the heart of Fascism itself’.>

Radstone is obviously not arguing that the act of
bearing witness to past violences is ‘fascist’; but she does
suggest that a full critique of fascism — and, | would add,
of other violent political movements — must take into
consideration the witness’s/researcher’s unconscious
fantasies about the power associated with such movements.
Returning to the dream excerpt | discussed above, | don’t
have to imagine that it reveals a desire to become a ‘terror-
ist’, a rapist or a torturer to understand that fantasies about
such roles may have informed my choice of research
project, alongside more conscious factors, such as the
desire to investigate the gender politics of armed organi-
sations, and to understand why some women choose
consciously to use violence for political ends.

I want to draw a connection between Radstone’s argu-
ment above and observations made by Luisa Passerini in
her introduction to the volume Memory and Totalitarianism.
‘As oral historians,” Passerini writes:

We use the term ‘totalitarianism’ in a partial and critical
sense, but above all in order to remember that there have
been similarities of oppression among systems of
thought and power that were in many ways very differ-
ent. In addition to this, there were even similarities and
connections in the forms of subjectivity that Fascism and
anti-Fascism fostered.®

The final note about the connections between the
subjectivities engendered by fascism and anti-fascism is
directly relevant to a consideration of the identification of
the researcher with the figures of the past. Crucial here is
Passerini’s understanding of the term ‘totalitarian’, which
she draws from the Frankfurt School and from anti-fascist
historians interested in exploring the continuity between
totalitarianisms and capitalist democracy:

(...) ‘totalitarianism’ is not only external to us but also
inside ourselves, with its roots continuously present in
our societies and our lives; (and) totalitarian systems are
social systems like other ones, in the sense that their lan-
guage and discourse have a meaning for their protago-
nists, even if that meaning is unacceptable to us.*

I want to focus on the shift in Passerini’s text from the
explicit reference to the totalitarianism within ‘ourselves’,
‘our societies and our lives’, which includes the historian,
to the separation of the historian and reader (‘us’) from
the ‘protagonists’ of ‘totalitarian systems’; for it is precisely
in this move from an inclusive ‘our’ to an exclusive ‘us’ that
a central problem of the political — and ethical — position
of the oral historian lies. While the first statement offers up
the possibility of exploring inter-subjectivity in the oral
history interview through, among other things, the uncon-
scious identification of the researcher with totalitarian
power relations as well as the victims of totalitarianism, the
second sentence distances the historian from this dual
identification, placing her firmly on the side of anti-totali-
tarianism. Thus the link between fascist and anti-fascist
forms of subjectivity is lost.

While the bulk of Passerini’s work is exemplary of the
ways in which oral history can help us to explore this link,*
the move above indicates the strength of the temptation to
distance oneself from the ‘protagonists’ of fascism and
other totalitarianisms. Yet an ethical history may depend
precisely on the willingness to bring ourselves closer to the
protagonists of fascism and other authoritarian regimes
and violent political movements. Moreover, recognising the
ways in which we are all ‘implicated’ in the injustices of the
past (and, crucially | would add, of the present), as well as
their silences, is not to say we are implicated in them in the
same way as the perpetrators. To put it another way: by
claiming the need to retain the link between fascist and
anti-fascist subjectivities, | am not arguing that we are all
fascists at heart. Rather, | suggest that in order to under-
stand the complex and often contradictory choices made
by supporters of political movements and regimes in the
past, we need first to recognise the conflicts and complex-
ities within ourselves, our own implications in past and
present injustices, as well as our unconscious identifica-
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tions with models of power we find politically abhorrent in
our conscious lives.

Conclusion: From empathy to solidarity

In this article | have argued that an ethical oral history
practice requires, among other things, that the interviewer
be wary of an overly close identification with victims of
past violence. As oral historians, we can continue the
necessary practice of ‘recovering’ voices of the
marginalised and remembering past atrocities without
naively assuming that these projects are motivated purely
by progressive political aims. An important part of this
process of reassessing the relationship between ethics and
politics in oral history is an interrogation of the relationship
between empathy and solidarity.

In an essay on Latin American testimonio, a genre with
close links to oral history, Alberto Moreiras argues that it
is the call to solidarity that distinguishes testimonio from
the ‘literary text’.* Solidarity, he writes, is ‘the emotional
apparatus that enables our metaphoric identification with
the other, and a double conversion of the other into us, and
of us into the other’.* | agree with Moreiras that the
uniqueness of testimonio lies in its explicitly political char-
acter, and specifically its association with the voice of the
Latin American subaltern. As texts that typically bear
witness to acts of terror, including torture and genocide,
testimonios also evoke strong feelings in the reader. Like
much oral history, testimonio is both emotionally and polit-
ically charged.

| depart from Moreiras, however, in his definition of
solidarity as ‘an emotional apparatus’, an ‘affective
phenomenon’. Solidarity is something more, and perhaps
something less, than a feeling. As such, it should not be
confused with empathy. Solidarity involves both an analysis
of relations of power in the past and a commitment to
action in the present. It may begin with an emotional iden-
tification, through empathy, with the victims of oppression,
but it does not end there. Conversely, some of the
perceived dilemmas posed by interviews with narrators
from violent political movements may be overcome if we
remember that establishing empathy in an interview does
not imply support for the narrator’s political position. To
the contrary, an ethical interview may depend precisely on
a willingness to distinguish between empathy and solidar-
ity, and to allow emotional discomfort to lead to a ques-

tioning of political pieties, both those of the narrator and
of the interviewer.

As the influence of memory studies, trauma and testi-
mony on oral history® is joined by an increased academic
interest in affect and emotion, it is important that
researchers interrogate the relationship between key terms
such as empathy, solidarity, emotion, ethics and politics.
In her work on the cultural politics of emotion, Sara
Ahmed describes the relationship between feelings and
political and legal concepts of justice and injustice as
‘complicated’. She writes:

The effects of violence are something to do with why vio-
lence can be judged as ‘bad’. Now, this is not to say that
what makes violence bad is the other’s suffering. To
make such a claim is dangerous: it makes the judgement
of right and wrong dependent upon the existence of
emotions.**

Ideas about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’, insists Ahmed, must be
formed through an understanding of both norms and
affects.”” I would add here that being aware of the compli-
cated relationship between injustice and badness makes us
alert to the equally complex relationship between justice
and goodness. While researchers should not abandon the
crucial political project of bearing witness to past oppres-
sions, ethical research necessitates an exploration of our
own subjectivity, and of our investment in witnessing.

Just as maintaining a distance from ‘politically abhorrent’
narrators may help to reaffirm an interviewer’s confidence
in her own political position, identifying with informants as
victims may make the researcher, on some level, feel good
about herself. Ultimately, it is this quest for goodness that |
want to question in the model of oral history that associates
empathy with solidarity, and interviewing with witnessing —
or at least an empathy that does not take into account the
danger of the dagger — and a witnessing that does not
adequately acknowledge its ‘darker side’. I am not suggest-
ing that we ignore or refuse to condemn badness when we
see and hear about it, whether the use of violence or support
for dangerous political organisations. Nor am | questioning
the idea that some interview narrators are bad, and some
much worse than others. What concerns me is the seeming
eagerness of many researchers to identify our subjects, and
perhaps above all ourselves, as good.
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TALK ABOUT CARE:

EMOTIONS, CULTURE AND
ORAL HISTORY

Rereading this article
about Care Stories after
several years, | am
struck again by the
power of emotion to
shape social realities
and the strength of
feeling expressed by
young care leavers.
Emotion figured both as
a topic in oral testimony
and as intensity in the
inter-subjective process
of the interview.

Emotion (love, trust)
worked as a critical term
in care leavers’
reflections on their
experience of being in
care and relations with
others as well as the
institutions, norms,
policies and practices,
which shaped them. In
choosing to speak of
emotion care leavers
showed how they were
made to feel different

from other children and
so marginalised.
Emotion (warmth,
empathy) was also
central to the texture of
the interview process as
student interviewers and
care leavers interacted
with great energy and
enthusiasm. Care
leavers spoke with an
intense mix of anger,
pain, vulnerability and
confidence.

i @50

The Voice of History

Looking back, | am also
reminded of the strong
emotional investment
(made by interviewees,
interviewers, project
partners) in the project’s
aim to give voice to
young care leavers and
enable their stories to be
heard, so connecting
policy with lived
experience. The
widespread use of Care
Stories (films and
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booklet) in professional
training has gone some
way towards achieving
this, although there has
been no systematic
attempt to evaluate its
impact on professional
audiences. Authority was
shared well in the
planning and conduct of
the interviews but less so
in their interpretation.
Ultimately, | regret that
we were not able to
involve the young
participants further in the
process of editing the
film.

Jennifer Harding,
Professor of Media and

This article enables
readers to hear the
voices of young people
who have lived in care.
It opens many issues
about asking
questions, listening
and understanding
emotion: how words
are used, how labels
are ascribed, how roles
are defined, how
beliefs and policies
shape practices, how
vulnerable young
people become more
vulnerable. It exposes
the importance of
trust, love and being
valued as a person and

experience of having
and not having people to
call family. This article
sets the study of
emotion within a
broader disciplinary
framework whilst
highlighting the value of
approaching ‘emotions
as cultural’: the
suggestion that
emotions are not some
preformed kind of given,
somehow unchanging
and independent of time
and place but rather
historically and culturally
situated is such a helpful
way of engaging inter-
generationally or cross-

unspoken perceptions,
feelings and attitudes
both in and away from
interviews. Empathy is
important but
acknowledging the
unknowable chasms of
difference in experience
is important too. This
article is a powerful
reminder of the
complexity that opens
up whenever and
wherever anyone seeks
to ask or answer a
question.

Heather Norris
Nicholson, writer,
researcher and
community-based

Culture, London
Metropolitan University

the subjectivities of
individual and shared

historian in West
Yorkshire, UK

culturally with the
meaning of spoken and

Abstract: This article outlines a cultural studies approach to studying emotion and use this to look again at a
series of interviews with young care leavers, focusing on what they had to say about ‘care’. It explores how
specific emotion words are deployed as critical analytical terms by interviewees reflecting on their
experiences and representing their subjectivities and social realities in relation to others. Such analysis
articulates historically and culturally specific meanings of care.

Key words: cultural studies, emotion, care, love, subjectivity, power relations, relationality

This article considers the role of emotion in the production
and interpretation of oral history. It explores the implica-
tions of viewing emotions not only as individual and
personal but also as cultural and collective phenomena. It
does this by analysing talk about care and love in interviews
with young people in the process of leaving local authority
care.

Emotion can play an important part in the creation,
interpretation and reception of oral narratives. Empathy
may be a crucial ingredient in producing ‘thick dialogue’
in oral history and other forms of qualitative interviewing,
although for some researchers this is contentious.*
Emotion may also be a topic of inquiry in oral history, for
example in generating accounts of certain emotions — such
as fear, despair, shame, joy and hope — in specific cultural
and historical contexts.? Emotion may provide categories
of analysis in the interpretation of oral accounts collected
for other purposes.®> Emotion may be a significant aspect
of audiences’ engagement with oral history as they vari-
ously experience sympathy, pride, anger and so on.

Emotion and emotion words — pride, anger, fear, love,
hope, joy — are often deployed in uncritical ways as if their
meanings are self evident and stable. Yet, there are numer-
ous ways of conceptualising and investigating emotion,

each making different assumptions about epistemology and
the ontology of the subject. Such assumptions are the focus
of recent academic debate.*

Thinking emotion as cultural

Academic interest in emotions has been growing across the
humanities and social sciences. Why? To a certain extent,
this is part of a broader challenge to essentialism and deep-
rooted dichotomies in Western thought.> Some social and
cultural theorists have turned to the study of emotion as
part of a broader critique of contemporary social hierar-
chies and power relations.

Since the seventeenth century, reason has come to be
seen as essential to the production of objective, reliable and
universal understandings of reality. Emotion has been seen
as the opposite of reason and, therefore, likely to subvert
inquiry. Feminist philosophers and critics of science (for
example, Evelyn Fox Keller, Sandra Harding, Alison
Jaggar, Jane Flax and Hilary Rose)® have pointed out that
such thinking has relied on, and reinforced, further
conceptual dichotomies — culture/nature, mind/body,
reason/emotion, objectivity/subjectivity — in which the
former, systematically associated with the masculine,
dominate the latter, linked with the feminine.” Dominant
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Making it personal

Interviewees saw their lives and subjectivities as shaped by
institutional rules, practices and policies, and directed by
people they never met. In their view, carers responded to
children with reference, and strict adherence, to ‘the rules’
laid down elsewhere (probably by social services). Inter-
viewees felt they were treated as generic ‘types’ rather than
as individuals. Often such stereotypes were negatively
construed. However, they did not reject the idea of rules
per se. What they craved was ‘personalisation’ — that is, the
sensitive application of rules tailored to their needs and
welfare in specific situations, at specific times.

Kathy strongly asserted that being cared for properly
should mean being put first and being seen as a unique
individual. She was highly critical of the fact that, as she
saw it, her care was shaped by managers who make deci-
sions based on their own experiences and those of their
own children or other children in care, and not on knowing
her:

And some for like some of the managers out there |
don’t really think they know what being in care really
means, they don’t understand what being in care
means because when they give you a decision based on
their life or based on somebody else’s life and you’re
like: I’'m not someone else and I’'m not your child and
I’'m not... the child’s parent. I’'m just literally me.
That’s... me, me, me. That’s it! (laugh).®®

Kathy said that she longed to be taken care of by one
person who knew her on a long-term, continuous basis.
When friends find out that she is in care they think this
means freedom (from parental control, arguments) and
material advantages (pocket money, always being able to
afford to go on school trips, your own room), which they
envy. But, she said, she would give anything to swap places
with other children. She talked about how hard it is trying
to keep track of all the people, strangers, who are involved
in making decisions about her care and ‘trying to act like
parents’. She vehemently asserts ‘this is not a child’s life’.

For Kathy, the application of rules by one individual
signifies caring. George also spoke about the importance
of rules being applied to you because carers are concerned
about your individual welfare and development rather than
their own rule-keeping behaviour. This, he reflects, is a
sign of caring and inclusion in a family. His best placement
by far was with a family who ‘treated me like | wasn’t a
foster child like I was actually part of the family’.*

Asked what he would like to see in place for young
people in care, George said that professional carers should
take time to listen to the children in their care and under-
stand what they need. That is, they should respond to them
individually and personally rather than sticking rigidly to
institutionally defined rules and norms:

... they should be encouraged to listen to you, if a child
comes to them they need to take the time to listen, to
listen to what they have to say rather than going by the
book because what they do will affect that child for the
rest of its life they should take the time to listen. If they

were to sit down on a regular basis and talk to that
child individually then they would stop feeling alone
and think that somebody actually cares enough to take
the time to talk to them and find out what they want.”

The idea that caring involves taking time to talk with
and listen to a child and what really matters to him/her was
expressed by a number of other interviewees. Kathy and
Diane described examples of foster carers who took time
to try to understand them and help them, particularly with
homework.

Experiences of feeling cared for and (a degree of)
personalisation included instances where a one-to-one
relationship with a specific foster carer or social worker
was established and continued over time. Diane mentioned
keeping in touch with a social worker, to whom she could
talk and who was ‘always there’ for her.”* Kathy talked of
a social worker who ‘stayed around’ for three years and
sorted out most of her problems and was ‘like a mother to
mel.72

Several interviewees articulated visions of what parents
would provide that foster carers did not. As mentioned
earlier, one was unconditional love. In addition, there was
being told that you are loved, made to feel good about
yourself, and being unconditionally supported in the deci-
sions you make about what you want to be in life — the idea
that parents are there for you ‘no matter what’.

Several interviewees spoke about how children in care
are perceived as bad and trouble. Kathy said that social
services and foster carers do not trust children and put up
barriers to protect themselves. Children do the same.
Mutual lack of trust works against emotional engagement
and meeting children’s emotional needs. In addition, infor-
mation about a child precedes her as she arrives at each
new placement, shaping the new carer’s expectations of
her before they meet and causing both child and carer to
become defensive.

Being heard

Care Stories used interview and digital media methods to
‘give voice’ to young care leavers and to enable them to ‘be
heard’. The project encouraged individuals to put experi-
ence into words and, in the process, to attach growing
legitimacy and authority to their understandings and repre-
sentations of their lives. It embodied the belief that
biographical methods can ‘connect policy with lived expe-
rience’ and capture ‘the lived qualitative, subjective and
emotional experience of what it is really like’.”® Project part-
ners believed that showing ‘what it was really like’ via video
might form an especially effective part of professional
training. And, as Steven High argues, digital technologies
potentially create new opportunities for community and
public engagement and also ‘sharing authority in the
research process’.”

‘Being heard’” was a dominant theme in the project’s
design and implementation and it struck a clear chord with
all interviewees. They were keenly aware of the professional
audience for the film and of video as a means of represent-
ing themselves to those who made decisions about their
lives. At one point, Michael said forcefully ‘those kids in
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care they want to be heard’ and, turning to camera, said
‘Whoever is going to look at this [film] please sit down and
listen and try to understand’. To what extent did the young
people get heard and by whom?

What is said is constrained by the project agenda and
questions posed. What is heard is further limited by the
researcher’s interpretations of responses, video editing, and
audience exposure to and engagement with the film. The
twenty-minute film was produced from over twelve hours
of videoed interviews, organised around strong themes
emerging in the conversations between interviewers and
interviewees. Young people were involved in the process of
planning interviews and, although they did not participate
in the editing process, they viewed the edited video and
approved it before it was shown to professionals. Project
partners had intended that interviewers and interviewees
would be actively involved at every stage of the project. But,
despite efforts to include the interviewees and interviewers
in the editing process, it fell to staff /project partners to
edit the film. A key problem was that, as time went on, the
momentum for the project eased. The young people had
other concerns and things to do whilst the students who
had initially kept in touch also had to finish coursework
and begin new modules. The film editors did their utmost
to reflect the strongly held views articulated in the inter-
views. In this process, emotion words — care, love, trust
and so on — emerged as critical terms and key analytical
categories.

The film has been presented at conferences on the
emotional needs of looked-after children. Initially, staff
from the partner organisation providing mental health
services for young people presented the film and explained
how it had been produced. Subsequently, in order for the
film to be used in training more widely and nationally, a
further film and booklet were produced to contextualise
the project. This was considered necessary because the
original film raised many sensitive issues and the fact that
all interviewees were from BME backgrounds. Specifically,
some partners anticipated that the film might promote the
idea of a ‘unitary’ and ‘fixed’ black or minority ethnic
community of care leavers and that black or minority
ethnic families were not able to care for their children. This
film and booklet together with the original video have been
widely used in professional training. Whilst there has been
no systematic attempt to evaluate the impact of Care Stories
(films and booklet) on professional audiences, over 200
copies have been requested by local authorities and private
fostering agencies for use in training.

The degree to which the young people were given voice
and heard was variously mediated by project design,
resources and staff. Nevertheless, the young care leavers
interviewed also felt enabled in some ways and were
brought together as a group.

What does care mean?

For the seven young people interviewed, care variously
included: love; being listened to; being liked; feeling
welcomed; feeling that they belonged to a family; having
an enduring one-to-one relationship with a carer; being
able to trust and be trusted; being disciplined for one’s own
good; being put first; and being treated as an unique indi-
vidual rather than a stereotype. There was a strong concern
that payment for care precludes the possibility of love and
compromises capacity to care.

In this article, | looked again at a series of interviews
from a culturalist perspective, examining how interviewees
spoke about emotions. | worked with the idea of emotions
not in but between subjects, as inter-subjective processes,
which are simultaneously part of the constitution of indi-
viduals and collectives, and the relations between them.
This involves working against the grain of popular and
academic perceptions of autobiographical storytelling as
the verbalisation of inner thoughts and feelings, revealing
and expressing an authentic hidden self. Indeed, biography
and its stabilisation through ‘various arts of memory’
provides one way in which a sense of self becomes seen as
unified, coherent and stable.”™

| have argued that care and love were deployed as crit-
ical terms by care leavers reflecting on their experiences
and relations with others, and the institutions, norms, poli-
cies and practices, which shape them. Care and love
marked them out as different from other children, consti-
tuting them as subjects and aligning them as a collective
for themselves in relation to and apart from others. These
reflections were further framed by contemporary
discourses on what childhood and parenting is meant to
contain — emotionally, socially and materially — and on
‘care’ provision by local authorities at a particular historical
juncture. They described circumstances in which they felt
properly cared for and those in which they did not. Their
narratives present a clear view of what these terms mean
in a specific discursive and historical context and how they
help to form their subjectivities, social realities and relations
with others. In the process, love and care were contextually
(in specific historical and social circumstances) and rela-
tionally constituted.
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more about how some
potential interviewees
refused interview
consent with them and
why. And so, the
interview with my father
never happened. This is
despite my attempts and
that of many others,
before and after the
article was published.
For example, a BBC
documentary producer
requested an interview
with him after they read
the article. My father
refused again but the
article and the BBC’s
request were sources of
affirmation for him. This
man of integrity was
shaped by tendencies to
self-denigrate himself
that have never ceased.
Writing the article also
began my fascination
with creating ways to
interpret how both
hermeneutic and anti-
hermeneutic forces

produce conscious (and
unconscious) senses of
self and identity. When
narrators reveal
glimpses of these
anxiety-laden dynamics
during “inter-views” it is
potentially profound for
them and us. Moreover,
this article began my
efforts to conceptualise
and teach non-
referential approaches
to trauma and its
afterwardsness. And |
am still grappling with
how to understand the
life-and-death
memories of speaking
others. Finally, the
paradoxes of life-and-
death dynamics
continue in my work and
personal life. As | write
these reflections on 18
April 2019, itis also my
father’s 95th birthday.
But he has reached this
birthday while seriously
ill. He stopped talking a

week ago and his death
is imminent. Throughout

oral historians to
ruminate about when

his life he spoke of the
D-Day beach-heads of
Normandy and his love
for South African
beaches. Predictably he
has requested that his
ashes must be spread
on a local beach.

Sean Field, University
of Cape Town, South
Africa

and why potential
interviewees reject our
academic calls upon
their memories. Itis a
beautifully written
account of his father’s
life, full of revelations
that reveal the role of
emotion and trauma in
the stories told by Field
senior to family members
and why he refused to sit
down for the formal
interview that his
academic son craved.

| particularly admire the
article for its courage and
for its demonstration that
a focus on one interview
(or non-interview) can be
amazingly revealing in
the hands of a skilled
practitioner.

Sean O’Connell,
Queen’s University
Belfast and member of
editorial collective of
Oral History

| nominated Sean
Field’s article for its
candour and
unexpectedness.
Readers were invited
into his relationship with
his father, which is
openly and astutely
delineated. Its focus on
family history shone a
light on the oral history
that takes place in
conversations outside
the typical interview. It
also provided a case
study that encourages

Abstract: John Field’s Second World War stories and my failed attempts to set-up an interview with him are
the central focus. These father-son negotiations elicited unheard war stories and insights about the inter-
subjective framing of oral histories outside the typical interview format. | outline his life story and events related
to his physical and emotional war injuries to explain why he was unable to consent to an interview. The paper
honours a man who portrays himself as a ‘grunt’, despite surviving at the front-line of many historic military
battles. | argue that there is intellectual value to oral histories conveyed across generations within the same
family and that the subjective framing of an inter-view involves both participants recognizing and misrecognizing
each other and what the dialogue itself means.

Key words: War stories, father/son relationships, misrecognition, inter-views

SF: Dad, did you actually kill somebody in the war?

JF: 1 don’t know, | really don’t know.

SF: What do you mean, you don’t know?

JF: | shot at shadows. You’re shooting at shadows. You
know. Maybe but I shot at shadows. I never Killed

anybody up-front.*

John Field is my father and at the time of writing still
lives at the age of 89. His life story straddles the Atlantic
Ocean from North to South. In the vocabulary of the

Second World War and D-Day, the beach around Arro-
manches and Le Hamel on the Normandy coastline of
France is known as Gold Beach. Six thousand miles away
on the South African coastline there is Blouberg Beach with
its spectacular view of the iconic Table Mountain of Cape
Town. These beaches are connected in three ways. First,
they form beach-heads onto the Atlantic Ocean.” Second,
they are both sites of summer-time battles involving a
British naval fleet and infantry soldiers.® Third, these
beaches are places of memory for my father. He was a
Private in the 1st Royal Hampshires Regiment that was
among the first British troops to land on Gold Beach on the
morning of D-Day, 6 June 1944. At the other end of the
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Atlantic, throughout the 1960s and 1970s, our family spent
summer weekends and holidays on Blouberg Beach. These
happy episodes were upset by arguments between my father
and mother and his frequent walk-about disappearances up
the beach. As a child | sat on the wet sand, building castles,
and saw the image of a lone male figure marching up Blou-
berg Beach in a northerly direction. This image shimmers
and then disappears in the summer-light of my memory but
always points towards his troubled childhood and war expe-
riences in Europe.

From about the age of five, in 1966, | began listening to
my father talk about his family life in Dublin and Birming-
ham and Second World War memories. Absorbing his war
stories and childhood experiences of growing-up in
apartheid Cape Town led me to become an oral historian.
Then, after two decades of interviewing others in South
Africa, | decided that | was ready to interview him.* Between
2004 and 2008 | repeatedly asked him for an interview. All
these efforts failed. This was very frustrating given that he
repeatedly tells his war stories. The reasons he provided for
not wanting to be interviewed by anyone, not only by me,
were conveyed as compelling stories that convinced me to
write about his war stories and the interview he refused to
provide. While he consented to my writing this article, |
hesitated for several years.® The decisive motivation came
from Alessandro Portelli in 2012, who said | should do it
because, ‘You are now the oral memoir’.®

I still faced a methodological dilemma: how do | write
an oral history article with no interview? The solution to
this dilemma was partly resolved by conducting several
interview sessions with my older brother, Ronald. In addi-
tion, the oral historian, Carohn Cornell, interviewed me
about my memories of what my father told me since child-
hood. These interviews, together with several phone discus-
sions with my father during the writing process form the
empirical basis of this article.” My thinking in this paper
constantly weaves across an inside-outside boundary: on
the one hand, what my father said and | remember outside
an interview-frame and on the other hand how my brother
and | make sense of my father’s war stories within inter-
views. The key reason, why he will not be interviewed is
because of a war injury and subsequent events that occurred
in October and November 1944. In my father’s words, ‘this
is where the mystery begins’. His memories of this specific
period are tainted with shame and he avoids it. But that he
eventually speaks through this shame is profound for both
of us, and has brought us emotionally closer in this final
stage of his life.

During the writing of this article the landmark autobio-
graphical accounts by the historians Ronald Fraser and
Carolyn Steedman have appeared in my mind.® My
approach is different but is similarly framed by a self-reflex-
ivity sensitised by psychoanalytic thinking. | also consider
the peculiar ways that oral histories are expressed outside
formal interviews. But inter-subjective dialogues - in this
case a father-son relationship - remain formative of what is
said, how it is said and what is not said. | have three
motives. There is the intellectual motive to show that while
these conversations are outside the typical interview format
they still involve an inter-view — of seeing and not seeing

each other that has wider significance for oral historians.*
There is a personal motive to make sense of the emotional
shadows my father’s war stories have cast over me. Finally
my altruistic motive is to honour a man who denigrates
himself and his war-time contribution as: ‘I was just a grunt’
or ‘I was buckshee’. Yet his ‘shooting at shadows’ was at
the front-line of some of the most deadly and famous mili-
tary battles.

A life story overview
John Patrick Field was born on 18 April 1924, in Dublin,
Ireland. He was the second youngest of a family of nine
children. This Catholic family lived in the suburb of Donny-
brook, and his mother Mary (nee Lambe), was portrayed
as a strict disciplinarian who frequently dispensed harsh
physical and verbal punishment on her children. My father
also remembers British soldiers and Catholics ‘hitting each
other with golf clubs’ on the streets of Dublin.”> The Great
Depression was the socio-economic context and his parents
and younger children migrated to Birmingham in the early-
1930s. His father, also John, opened a repair shop for
radios and other appliances. My father remembers constant
beatings from his mother and left school in 1939 to work
in the BSA motor cycle factory in Birmingham. But his
troubles in school were linked to a condition that was then
neither recognised nor treated. He was severely dyslexic.
This condition evoked much frustration and vulnerability
throughout his life. He reads adequately but can barely
write. So at the age of 16 in 1940, after Dunkirk, he
enlisted, even though the legal limit for recruits was 18
years.

He was initially placed in the Dorsetshire Regiment but on
4 December 1941 he was transferred to the Royal Hamp-
shires.” Throughout the period from enlisting through to D-
Day he was involved in training exercises across England but
he did not experience combat until D-Day. His experiences
of the landings are discussed in the next section. After D-Day,
the Hampshires and other regiments of the British Second
Army fought a series of battles for the French towns of Hottot,
Villiers Bocage and Saint Pierre, where progress was slow and
casualties were very high.** They faced an elite German divi-
sion, the Panzer Lehr, in this period. In August 1944, German
resistance crumbled and the Allies then made rapid progress.
The Hampshires were the first British infantry to enter
Belgium, with the Guards Armoured Division arriving in Brus-
sels on 3 September and they were the first infantry to cross
the Belgian-Holland Border around the Escaut Canal.* In late
September 1944 they were part of Operation Market Garden
and the battles to reach the final bridge at Arnhem. But
Arnhem was the infamous ‘bridge too far’ and Operation
Market Garden failed to reach its goal of opening the road
into Germany to end the war by Christmas. In the wake of
this failure, in early October 1944, a German Panzer counter-
attack was launched with the aim of re-taking the bridge at
Nijmegen and the road north of the town, in an area called,
‘The Island’. It is there that my father was injured by shrapnel
and sandblast to the face.*

In December 1944, he was transferred to the 5th High-
land Light Infantry (HLI). With the HLI he was part of the
final push into Germany and was involved in the Battle for
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John Field, Cape Town suburb, early 1950s.

SF: Dad, where were you on VE day?

JF: | had my face down in mud, along the side of an
autobahn, outside Bremen. [pause] We lost many men
after that.

My child-like hope that hostilities had ended and cele-
brations began on VE day was dashed. Mopping-up oper-
ations continued for weeks after formal surrender. In
maintaining post-war martial law he participated in firing
squads which he hated because it involved ‘shooting starv-
ing youngsters’ [involved in theft, rape and other crimes]
who were surviving in the ruins of post-war Germany.*
Before turning to the central question, | need to re-tell the
following stories.

Shameful Stories

My intention is neither to embarrass my father nor other
members of the British Army, but he has carried a burden
of shame while holding these stories silently within. He told
my brother the following story about two decades ago.
While entering a French village, he was:

Crouching in a road-side gulley, and it’s night time,
flares, rifle fire ... and someone in their platoon catches
astray bullet. The Sergeant-Major screams, ‘Stretcher-

bearer, stretcher-bearer’...then out of the darkness, two
stretcher-bearers come carrying a person. The
Sergeant-Major stops them, thinking they are coming
for his guy. But there’s an injured German soldier on
the stretcher. ‘What’s this?’ the Sergeant-Major asks.
‘We were told to take him back’, the stretcher-bearer
replies. The Sergeant-Major knew this would take too
long for his man, they argue, the Sergeant-Major
screams at them to stop. Took out a hand-machine gun
and, ‘Phrttttt’, he shot the German across the chest.
The stretcher-bearers stood there shocked. The
Sergeant-Major grabs the edge of the stretcher, and tips
the body off. And as he did that, Dad was shivering in
fear in the gulley, and a flare goes off and he saw the
three holes through the stretcher... Nobody said
anything it was straight forward murder. It was their
injured buddy and no-one questioned the Sergeant-
Major. That story stuck in my mind...*

My father’s concern about disclosing this story was legit-
imate in the post-war period. But now, 69 years later, that
is not the case and stories such as these cannot be left to
fester in silence. Even victors break the rules of war, and
historians have a responsibility to portray nuanced portraits
of all protagonists. Another story with uncomfortable reso-
nances, he recalls that somewhere in Germany, while
serving with the HLI:

...he was on evening pass, coming back to camp, it’s
dark and...he hears a whimpering sound, like crying.
He looks under a shed, and he sees a soldier with a
woman, and the woman is crying. The soldier is trying
his utmost to force himself on her. He grabs the guy by
the leg and pulls him out, and there is an altercation,
and while this happens, she grabs her stuff and runs.
The guy says, ‘I’'m just trying to have some fun’, and
Dad said, ‘Doesn’t sound like she was having any fun’.
A few days later, they are getting ready to leave the
town, in an open square area, and a little boy comes up
to him, tugging on his leg. Three or four years old, he
gives Dad an apple. He watched the little boy run to the
corner, where a woman stands. He remembers her
features from the previous night.*

Nothing was officially reported but his memory
remained. While most of my father’s war stories were told
to my brother and me, it is striking that the above two
stories he only told to my brother. | wonder to what extent
it is because my brother is older and these stories involve
ambivalent feelings. While my father’s actions in this story
are noble he usually did not present himself as a hero.** The
war stories he told us over many decades were neither
framed in heroic terms nor as anti-war statements. Rather,
the over-riding logic or narrative genre was repeatedly that
war is terrible, there are no heroes but this necessary job
must be done. While there was an implicit sense of patriotic
duty in his war stories, patriotism was neither stressed nor
verbalised directly.® Rather, his emphasis was on infantry
soldiers getting the messy jobs such as clearing-out opera-
tions to secure war-torn villages. These involved bashing on
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tal ... The doctor then said we have to move, and told
him and others to get onto the back of a truck.
Someone asked, ‘Where are we going? We are going
in the wrong direction to the front.” A friend said, ‘This
is bullshit, I am going’. So they jump off, Dad calls it,
‘going on the trot’...later the MPs caught him. He was
court-martialled and put in detention ... He then gets
released, his lieutenant represented him at the court-
martial, argued that from the medical records, the
medication given to him on the morning of going
absent, morphine and more, meant his state of mind
could not have been correct.*

He was officially exonerated but he remains ashamed
about ‘going on the trot’. During my 2012 phone-calls he
avoided this episode and in response to gentle questions
about where and when he was injured, at one point, he
defensively asked me, ‘Are you trying to shame me?"** |
replied in the negative, and told him about how much he
deserves to be recognised for what he achieved. | gently
encouraged him to speak about the above events, and
suddenly he did. He confirmed that he had been absent
without leave for a few days but ‘I did not know what | was
doing’. He was officially ‘absent without leave’ but the word
‘desertion’, he emphasised was never used. His embarrass-
ment about ‘going on the trot’, together with the fear of
being disbelieved again constitutes a toxic cocktail of
emotions he would rather avoid by not granting an inter-
view. Yet in this poignant phone conversation he did speak
through the silencing impact of his shame about this
episode and accepted my appreciation and expressions of
pride in him. | also wonder whether it felt safer for him to
reveal this episode to me on the phone, with over 500 miles
between us, than within the typical one-on-one interview
setting in the same room.

The negotiations over the interview that never happened
involved a contorted set of personal and professional
dynamics for me. On the one hand, as an ethical oral histo-
rian, | reminded myself that all potential interviewees have
the right to refuse to be interviewed. On the other hand the
son, the furious child in me, would not relent in trying to
connect with him. In our final tense discussion about his
refusal to grant an interview, in 2008, | resorted to pleading
with him to see the recorded interview as a gift, an inheri-
tance to me and my children. This plea was to no avail.
However, his inability to grant the interview repeatedly re-
evoked my childhood anger at having grown up with an
emotionally detached father. This led to an inappropriate
blurring of personal and professional motives and was my
central blunder. After years in psychoanalytic psychotherapy
| have accepted that the emotionally present father that |
needed was beyond his personality and family up-bringing.
In psychoanalytic terms he suffers from a lack of positive
self-mirroring, especially in relation to his formative child-
hood years with his abusive mother.* But for all his vulner-
abilities he loved his wife and children in South Africa, albeit
in an undemonstrative way, and to his credit he never beat
any of us and he never deserted us.*”

Through writing this article another inter-subjective
dimension became clearer. There was a mutual misrecog-

Sean and John Field, Blouberg Beach, late 1970s.

nition between us. On the one hand, for several years, my
anger towards him blinded me from seeing how courageous
and honourable he was during and after the war. On the
other hand, his misrecognition was to over-value my image
as an academic, while simultaneously not understanding the
meaning of what | do as an oral historian. | wonder also
whether he fears losing respect in the eyes of his academic
son. This is probably linked to the fact that he imagines a
research interview will involve being judged by an academic
world, which he frames in elitist Oxbridge terms. His view
remains even though | have suggested keeping recorded
interviews outside the public domain during his life-time.
No matter how many times | sensitively explain oral history
research to him he still constructs the oral history interview
as a space where his vulnerabilities will be exposed. It is as
if released publicly the emotional currency of his war stories
will undergo a war-like devaluation. For a man who thinks
he has not achieved much in his life that imagined prospect
is emotionally unbearable. His self-denigrating comments
reveal that his most significant misrecognition is of himself
as a man. These comments are a way of shielding himself
from further disappointments inflicted by others. Ironically
by surviving the horrors of war he experienced degrees of
self-validation, and from the 1960s to the present his listen-
ing sons have affirmed this profound period in his life.

Conclusion

I hope this article will leave readers with a respectful view
of an ambiguously vulnerable and resilient man of integrity.
It is probably the case that the wartime contribution of
infantry soldiers like Private John Field to defeating Nazi
Germany is immeasurable. He might say that he was only
‘shooting at shadows’ but in his determined will to survive
he helped the front-line to keep moving forward. Even so,
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Remembering partition: women, oral histories and
the Partition of 1947

By Pippa Virdee

This article was written in
2012 following many
years of research on the
Partition of Punjab in
1947. [twas an
immensely enriching
(and, ultimately
rewarding) piece
because it allowed me to
be self-reflexive and
pushed me towards a
different direction. It
brought into focus the
potential that oral history
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‘women, oral
n of 1947

has in shaping
momentous events by
opening up spaces for a
more diverse range of
margjnalised voices to
be heard. It led me to
position women’s
voices at the core of my
own work, then and
since, especially women
from Pakistani Punjab.
In the last five years, the
field of this method has
become more manifest

and multi-hued with a
range of themes coming
through such as material
cultures and
memorialisation of
Partition. Technology has
played a key role in
opening up new
possibilities and
providing a space for a
people’s history to
emerge. These changes
in the discourse were
clearly visible in the

media’s extensive
coverage of seventy
years of Partition.
However, to what extent
has oral history been
subversive in creating
counter-narratives in
Partition Studies? To
what extent has it
disrupted the
hegemonic nationalism-
institutionalism of post-
colonial states in South
Asia by bringing to fore



























ORAL HISTORY @50 ‘Remembering partition: women, oral histories and the Partition of 1947’ by Pippa Virdee 10

On the other hand Fatima Sughra, despite experiencing
similar concerns within her own family, managed to tres-
pass that space and venture into the newly created public
arena. In 1947 she was a young girl from a conservative
background but was inspired by the changing political land-
scape around her. She highlighted the fact that people in
her locality, in the walled city of Lahore, had reservations
and objections in sending girls to protests organised by the
Muslim League. They even prompted her father to stop her
involvement but she disregarded this and continued. She
recalls her experiences of participating in the protests
organised by the women’s wing of the Muslim League,
which was fighting for a separate homeland at the time and
how much her initial response was spontaneous but inspired
and encouraged by the events taking place around her:

| think it was in February or March 1947, daily proces-
sions were arranged and we took processions to the
Radio station, Mall Road, Jail Road, High Court and
the Civil Secretariat. | remember the day | took off the
Union Jack and replaced it by hoisting a Muslim
League flag [made out of her green scarf]. Many
Muslim women, [who had never left their house before]
came out from their houses and took over the streets of
the city. This was all happening because the Begums
[elite female Muslim League leadership] went door to
door and convinced the Muslim women to come out
from their homes for the protests. | don’t know what
sort of passion was inside me at time; | just jumped over
the Secretariat Gate [to replace the Union Jack]. | had
no interest in politics. | just went to join the processions
for enjoyment. | thought that the Muslim League repre-
sented the Muslims and Quaid-i-Azam was their leader
and struggling for the creation of a Muslim country. *

Sughra’s account gives an insight into how even non-
elite women were not completely passive and hidden. And
although Sughra’s single act of hoisting a makeshift Muslim
Flag is replayed heroically each year the narrative rarely
makes it into the general history books of Pakistan, sadly,
if anything, it remains a footnote in history.

Conclusion

The value of oral history for a historian is that it provides an
opportunity to link the official with the personal. It provides
the human dimension, which is often missing in the dominant
political histories. Through living people, oral history allows
us to connect the present with the past: a preoccupation for
the historian. Yet there is also something quite democratic and
encouraging about using this form of methodology because
there are no restrictions on access in the same way as we are
restricted in our access to the archives, especially those records
which are deemed to be highly ‘sensitive’ and held back. The
problem with the archives is multi-fold, the lack of proper
awareness regarding documents is one and secondly the State
and Provincial archives are poorly equipped and lack the
necessary resources. However, there is also the issue that post-
1947 nationalistic history has politicised public records and
thus there is an overly sensitive response regarding these
records. Both nation-states have been keen to project them-

selves in the best possible light and so there is a certain amount
of protectionism concerning this period especially one which
might question the state’s response. Personal narratives there-
fore allow us to venture into private female spaces and docu-
ment histories which would otherwise remain hidden.
Although there is much elitism in orthodox history,
which gives primacy to empirical sources over oral
accounts, ultimately both have a value and contribute to our
understanding of the past and how we represent it. Both
methodological approaches are important in how we
construct and interpret the past, albeit they do this in differ-
ent ways. The orthodox historical approach, which relies on
empirical evidence, helps us to contextualise the past and
presents the reader with the bigger picture. Relying on
documentary and recorded sources from the period does
however place importance on the ‘great men’ and the deci-
sions they made at the time. In the case of Pakistan this was
especially important at the time of independence; the need
to build and bring together a new nation required history
to take a linear approach, converging ideas, myths, and
histories, in order to create a new nation-state. The ‘great
men’ embodied this, however, sixty years on and the state
is still fragile and any diversion from the orthodox approach
is potentially threatening. Moreover, within this history, the
role and place of women has been completely marginalised.
Piecing together the impact of partition on women from
documentary sources is possible but only to a limited extent,
thus the role of oral history can play an important role in
constructing an alternative history. It allows us to challenge
ideological readings of the past, which have been shaped by
the neglect and/or destruction of a non-linear past. By
empowering women to speak, it presents us with an oppor-
tunity to piece together a social cultural history of hidden
lives, often confined to private spaces but nonetheless, lives
which are important in shaping the newly created nation of
Pakistan. In a recent article in Oral History, Gluck asked
whether feminist oral history had lost its ‘radical/subversive’
edge?* As these personal narratives from Pakistan demon-
strate, there is still some progress to be made but they do
provide the historian an insight into other alternative narra-
tives, which is essential if old histories are to be challenged
and reappraised. These accounts also allow us to explore
the subtleties and the complex histories of women’s lives
during this difficult period. It further challenges the preoc-
cupation with victimised accounts of women during Parti-
tion and instead suggests that in reality women played
multiple roles. Fatima Sughra’s account shows us how a
young middle class girl, encouraged by the elite female lead-
ership, becomes a symbol of the Muslim separatist move-
ment. The separatist movement and subsequently Partition
also provided an opportunity for many women to become
more mobilised politically and thereby visible in public
spaces. The accounts presented here do highlight the
marginality of women’s histories, which to some extent has
been internalised by many women themselves, but more
importantly they also highlight women’s own agency in
circumventing and creating space for themselves regardless
of these obstacles. It is these alternative spaces created by
women which are important in moving forward any discus-
sion on displacement and upheaval caused by Partition.
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Vees-Gulani further criticises the moral judgements
attached to psychological concepts in humanities trauma
studies, usually by equating a traumatised person with a
victim who is awarded a high moral authority.”® This idea
has arisen, perhaps, because of the concentration of research
by scholars into Holocaust and abuse narratives, and extends
beyond the academy.?” Clearly sometimes the two overlap,
but perpetrators may also be traumatised. We see this elision
of trauma and victimhood in post-war France. Returning
‘deportees’ might have been traumatised; they were also the
victims of unfair policies and of hardships in concentration
camps: the recognised trauma belongs to a recognised
victim. But for civilians on French territory, trauma went
unrecognised. The Allied bombs were aimed at targets not
people; those potentially traumatised had not been
victimised. Additionally, French civilians who did not partic-
ipate in resistance activities (including the vast majority of
children) have been ascribed a low moral authority: they
waited, they stood by, some even profited. When trauma is
so strongly linked to victimhood it is perhaps unsurprising
that those who reject victimhood also reject trauma.

Nonetheless, some of that trauma is evident in my inter-
views.?® | should point out that oral history is not therapy.
At its most basic, it is history told through memories,
although there may be a therapeutic benefit in talking
through past events in a non-threatening setting. Of course,
there is no goal to heal an interviewee, nor is any treatment
offered.?® Yet turning traumatic memories into narrative
memories can be a step towards coming to terms with the
past, or turning a passive sufferer into an active agent
shaping her or his life into a coherent story.*
In the open setting of my interviews, why did people not
speak of trauma? Hunt and McHale note that people ‘may
choose to recall or not recall particular aspects of their
past’.®* Yet sometimes there is no choice, and sometimes
recall is not at stake: the issue is with retelling. The trau-
matic event is recalled but retold obliquely. As Layman’s
taxonomy of reticence in interviews suggests, sometimes a
memory may be avoided because it is painful to discuss. But
reticence may also occur if the topic appears not to be one
the person had agreed to be interviewed about, if the person
is uncomfortable talking about themselves in an unfamiliar
way, or if it clashes with public versions of the past.®* |
respect the coherence of narratives told to me which reject
the concept of trauma, but | wish to understand why it is
rejected, why people do not consider themselves trauma-
tised by objectively traumatising events, and why, indeed,
they may not have been traumatised by them.

Trauma in narratives of bombing
I now turn to an analysis of traumatic experience in the oral
narratives of the people I interviewed in 2009, first dealing
with instances where trauma is explicit in the content of the
narrative in descriptions, actions and responses to remem-
bering. Then I will look at trauma which is implicit in the
narrative structure, looking at recurrent images and fore-
shadowing. | will show that intrusion, hyperarousal and
constriction are all present.

Few of those | interviewed lost emotional control while
they were talking to me; breaking down is one of the ‘signals

of trauma’ that psychologist Gadi BenEzer reports as indi-
cating its presence in life story narratives.* However, two
male interviewees struggled to control tears, both when
describing their interaction with their mothers during an air
raid. Both were bombed at La Délivrance near Lille in April
1944. Pierre Haigneré stopped and drew breath as he
recalled the moment he was sharply chastised for crying, a
moment when his mother’s reassurance faltered, tainted by
her own fear. For Michel Jean-Bart the struggle for control
came as he recounted his mother’s words: ‘Children, this
one’s for us. Don’t be scared.”** Despite this emotion, both
men — like many of the interviewees — were able to give the
vivid, sensory descriptions which Jane Robinett associates
with traumatic events: as though time stands still, and all
details are recorded in a flash.*® Yet for Bernard Bauwens,
whose youth group had to clear up bombsites, the trauma
of clearing up torn and smashed body parts was impossible
to articulate: language broke down, a common feature of
the narration of traumatic events:

They picked it up with spades, the bits. They put itin —
, What, in bins. You didn’t have plastic bins in those
days, they were steel bins. And we took the —, and they
were there, and the rue Paul Bert was there, and we
were there with a truck. And we put the —, they brought
the things to us there, and we put it in. We put it in, but
before, we had to put it in the coffins. The coffins were
there inside. We put the — , with spades.*®

His repetitive, stalling hesitancy echoes the ‘series of
hyphenated clauses, which, in turn, are further encumbered
by qualifying clauses’ that Robinett sees as characteristic of
trauma narratives. There is a block here, a constriction
which corresponds to avoidance symptoms. After a pause
at the end of his struggle, Bernard spat out the word
‘barbaque!” — a slang term for meat. The constriction
shifted, but with effort. For Pierre, Michel and Bernard,
these are ‘images of ultimate horror’: the worst moments,
which stand in for a range of feelings.®”

The narratives also provide evidence of ‘intrusive
images’.*® For example, Bernard Bauwens confided that
‘there were plenty of nights afterwards when | used to see
it... 1 think of it still. Yes. I think of it still’. Others responded
to triggers. Michel Jean-Bart said that well into adulthood
he feared thunderstorms as ‘it brought back the windows
shattering’. Bernard Lemaire told me that ‘a low flying
plane, that scares the living daylights out of me’. For
Thérése Leclercq, such planes remained a reminder of
‘waking in fear in the middle of the night’; even planes in
war films upset her, evoking difficult childhood memories:
‘the noise, it’s the planes, the air raids, this fear, this terror.’
In the three towns | studied, the eerie noise of municipal
sirens being tested still inspires anxiety among older people.
Serge said: ‘The siren, it’s terrifying. It’s still instinctive,
looking around, where can | hide?’*® Intrusion was also
evident in the intense visualisation that took place when
highly charged moments were recounted. Sonia Agache
twice evoked this visualisation, describing first helping her
teacher from the bomb shelter — “You could say that | can
still see her, can you imagine, after such a long time? A lady,
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Funeral ceremony at Boulogne-Billancourt Town Hall, at which youth groups stood guard of honour, March 1942.

the roof had been damaged, there were some roofers,
some workmen who went up to fix it, and they found
the corpse with its arms outstretched in a cross! [...]
Oh yes! There were things like that, yes.

The improbable story was later echoed by a more plau-
sible one, narrated in flatter, sorrowful tones. She told me
that her mother had recounted the story of a young woman
she knew who, doing her laundry alongside Andréa’s
mother at the washhouse when the air-raid siren sounded,
went off to fetch her little boy, asleep next door:

And she left, the poor thing. She just had time to take
the little one in her arms, and the bomb fell on the
house. They found her body stuck up, squashed like
that [acting the part, arms outstretched in a cross] onto
the house across the road. The little one, they never
found him. He was smashed to pieces [...] People said,
you know, that they saw a dog running away with bits
of meat [...] Well, her body stayed there, it was just the
skeleton, that stayed there until they found enough
paint to redo it. [...] Oh yes, there were terrible cases,
terrible.

The fate of the baby haunts Andréa. The story is of lives
cut short and undignified deaths: the old corpse had his life
and burial, but not the mother and child. Robinett noticed
that the foreshadowing of traumatic events was a feature of

written narratives of war trauma;*® here, the story suggests
an initial constriction in recounting trauma, and the strong
intrusion of horror.

One traumatic symptom is not enough to diagnose
PTSD. Itis not my intention, however, to demonstrate post
hoc that individuals were suffering from PTSD. What is
clear, though, is that bombing gave rise to traumatic symp-
toms: it is an objectively traumatic event, although the trau-
matisation of individuals is subjective and contingent. The
stories demonstrate that traumatic experience is accessible
to listeners willing to listen; it can be communicated, and it
is worth telling. In Edith’s case, for example, many years of
silence until | interviewed her created a ‘toxic story’. She
had begun to ‘doubt the reality of actual events’.*® For all
who suffered bombing as children, the symptoms of trauma
may fade. Yet these narratives confirm that it is not ‘possible
to emotionally sever “bad” events or periods from people’s
lives’:*® people can still live functional lives, but memories
endure.

Trauma as a social construction

The traumatic memory of bombing lives on in the stories
of the people I interviewed — and millions of others — but
is rarely articulated as trauma. | will suggest five reasons
why that may be; my list is not exhaustive. Trauma is more
than an event or a set of symptoms: it is a social construc-
tion, and thus owning it depends on social and cultural
contexts. First I will comment on two narrative arcs that
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Firefighters combat the flames in Boulogne-Billancourt, March 1942.

Later life trajectories affect memories of childhood; here
1 will just consider one peculiarity of this generation. The
Indochina War (1946-1954) and the Franco-Algerian War
(1954-1962) meant that soon after liberation, war reap-
peared as part of French national life. Those born in 1936
were eight at liberation, and began military service in 1954;
the Algerian War later forced 70,000 men who had
completed their military service back into the army. The
Second World War and the wars of decolonisation are
often seen as belonging to different generations: McCor-
mack declared that the 1990s witnessed the end of ‘obses-
sion’ with World War Two; President Mitterand’s death in
1996 saw his Vichy generation give way to that of Chirac,
himself stationed in Algeria between 1956 and 1960. Yet
Chirac’s generation were the war children of 1939-45.
Benjamin Stora has criticised such ‘cloistered memories’:
the delineations that appear to separate 1939-45 from
1954-62, leaving the Algerian war as ‘largely undigested’
in French memory.**

When I interviewed veterans about their experiences of
being bombed as children, several rejected them outright as
traumatic, using their own military service as evidence for
‘worse’. Such experiences were undoubtedly enormously
difficult. Lucien Agache®* said he was ‘more affected later
by the Algerian war’, while Michel Jean-Bart said that
Algeria ‘was more terrible. Because there [during 1944] we
heard the planes, while there [Algeria] we had them behind
us, over us, we didn’t know where, when or how’. Paul

Termote told me: ‘we had that war there [1939-1945], and
then afterwards, we had the Algerian War. Well, that, that
was something else!’®* Each man compared the two wars,
without inviting more questions. Referencing Algeria drew
a line under my questions which probed their own child-
hood responses. Layman notes that men’s talk tends to
avoid self-disclosure; these men avoided it both when
speaking of childhood and of fighting in ‘dirty’ wars.®® The
Algerian war has a ‘traumatic legacy’ in France, again
among sections of the population whose memories
compete; ex-serviceman have had some success in getting
their own war traumas recognised, but there is an underly-
ing discomfort about acts of war now subject to the greatest
public disapproval.®” Henri Girardon, a professional soldier,
linked his own non-traumatised wartime childhood with
other childhoods in war-torn countries he knew:

What we saw in Algeria, in Indochina, you see, it’'s — .
In Indochina, of course, they always show that picture
of that poor little girl burnt by napalm. It’s true. But
there wasn’t only that. Children continue to play...

Henri’s own jolly wartime childhood softens his
thoughts of what he may have inflicted on children else-
where. The burnt girl was anomalous; he hoped other
children coped with the violence of war as well as he had.
In Moses and Monotheism, Berger states, Freud proposes
that
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each national catastrophe invokes and transforms
memories of other catastrophes, so that history becomes
a complex entanglement of crimes inflicted and suffered,
with each catastrophe understood — that is misunder-
stood — in the context of repressed memories of previous
ones.*®

By treating the Second World War and the wars of
decolonisation separately, we lose the connections between
them, particularly in the form of war children turned into
soldiers. When veterans were asked about bombing in child-
hood, memories of another war — constricted but present —
crept out.

Conclusion

Sean Field rightly states that ‘all traumatic experiences are
painful. But not all painful experiences are traumatic’.®® It
would be wrong to suggest that all those bombed as children
in France or elsewhere developed PTSD which they have
hidden or repressed. Bombing is objectively traumatising,
but whether trauma develops is subjective, depending on
many variables, including feelings of security, emotional
reassurance, rationalisation of fear, the possibility of self-
preservation, compared to near misses, horrific scenes,

bereavements, and so on. Yet within these oral history narra-
tives, we see glimpses of traumatic memory, even if not artic-
ulated as such. Oral history tells of events through memory,
but memory is both socially constructed and personal,
mirroring the personal and social nature of trauma.

Memory and history are uncomfortable bedfellows in
France. While Pierre Nora’s Realms of Memory™ is accepted
as a seminal work in memory studies, Wood points out that
it has created a dominant idea of performative, national
memory which is ‘qualitatively different to a memory that is
merely lived and experienced’.”* Small-scale personal memo-
ries of bombing — merely lived and experienced — have until
recently found little place in official histories in France. Thus
the historical circumstances of war, reconstruction and
commemoration have restricted the expression of potentially
traumatic experience within parts of the population. The
powerful filters of resistance and collaboration, through
which all history of ‘the dark years’ must pass, were activated
from 1944. In stark contrast to other nations, the land of
liberty, equality and fraternity has, until recently, dismissed
individual testimony as ‘partial and partisan’;”* for that
reason, childhood memories of war and bombing — and with
them traumas — have gone unheard, many passing to the
grave unresolved.
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The interplay of memory and matter: narratives of
former Finnish Karelian child evacuees

by Anna-Kaisa Kuusisto-Arponen and Ulla Savolainen

Our article on childhood
memories of forced
displacement utilized
our interdisciplinary
backgrounds, bridging
cultural geography and
narrative analysis of
both oral interviews and
life stories writings. By
developing the idea of
intra-action in the
analysis of wartime
memories, we explored
how objects and
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embodied recollections
carry and produce
social meanings and
memories and how they
are reflected in oral and
written narration. We
observed that through
socio-material relations
and narrative practices,
former child evacuees
created new
understanding of
belonging in the midst
of war and its

aftermath. This kind of
stickiness of memory
with objects and ways of
telling formed the major
outcome of our article.
Anna-Kaisa Kuusisto-
Arponen and Ulla
Savolainen

| nominated this article
because it had a great
deal of resonance for
me, dealing, as it does,
with children in conflict

and particularly with
children’s mobility in
conflict. At the time |
read it | was also
working on child
evacuees. However,
more than the subject
matter itself | was
interested in the
approaches the authors
took drawing on affects,
emotions and
materialities; the
interdisciplinarity is
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gether 1,906 pages.” In Finland, different campaigns and
competitions for collecting autobiographies, memoirs and
testimonies on a given theme are a popular way of gath-
ering research material and documenting experiences of
past events.

The interviews were conducted by Anna-Kaisa
Kuusisto-Arponen in two regions of Finland, and a total
of thirty-one former Karelian child evacuees were inter-
viewed in 2005-2006. The narrative interviews were based
on a few open-ended questions about childhood recollec-
tions before, during and after the war, and descriptions of
the Karelian home, friends, school and other activities.
The interviews were recorded and lasted between forty
and 120 minutes.®

Sites of memory: connecting body, narrative
and spatial experience

Sites of memory, a concept originally developed by Pierre
Nora, has been largely applied, but also criticised, in the
field of cultural memory studies. ° In this article, sites of
memory as socio-spatial constellations are understood in
two ways. First, sites of memory are understood as mean-
ing-carrying linkages between tangible reference points
and memory. As widely observed in folklore studies,
anthropology and narrative research, memories and narra-
tives of the past require points of reference, sites of
memory of a sort. These can be particular named places,
but also objects or documents, dates or crystallised and
often-repeated stories, or even mindscapes. *° The signif-
icance of these tangible marks, these sites of memory, is
dependent on their presence both in the past and the
present. They represent and remind of the past and above
all testify to the existence of the past in the present.™ Sites
of memory support and sustain memories and narratives,
but correspondingly their relevance as sites of memory is
conditional on the narratives and memories related to
them.*

Second, our conceptualisation of sites of memory
makes use of the geographical understanding of place as
a process of constructing and helping people to make
sense of the world.*® Geographical literature highlights
how personal and shared memory practices are embed-
ded, yet they move in and through a range of spaces,
bodies in motion, emotional attachments, social move-
ments and wider transcultural networks.* Thus, memory
practices and narratives are never only ‘located’ in physical
space, but are on the move through personal and shared
emotions, memories and affects.™ This means that neither
memories nor sites of memory can be understood as fixed
entities.

Oral and written narratives of memories materialise in
relation to multiple sites of memory. Sites of memory have
a particular appearance in the temporal structure of
narrated memories. They cause a breakage in the syntag-
matic chronology of the narrative when the narrator devi-
ates from the plot and associates memories with others
related to different events and times. These associations
between memories from different times are based on
paradigmatic logic, which means that even though they
belong to different times and events, they are still related

to the same particular site of memory and thus share a
connection.*® Written memories are more likely to
combine events along syntagmatic chronology, while oral
narratives tend to select events based on paradigmatic
similarity.*” In addition, psychological research on
memory has discovered that things and matter often serve
as psychological triggers for memories and thus function
as narrative tools in paradigmatic organisation. This is
quite often witnessed with traumatic memories, in partic-
ular.” For example, scents, smells, taste and kinesthetic
imageries can create associations between different times
and places.

According to Karin Hultman and Hillevi Lenz Taguchi,
‘multiple forces are at work in the construction of the
world where discourse is only one such force’.* Leaning
on this idea of relational materialism, we propose that
narrated memories are only one part of memory work and
commemoration practices. Memories are always more-
than-social and involve more-than-human encounters.
However, we do not suggest that these material agential
formations would have social or political capabilities as
such and by themselves. In the field of oral history, this is
a crucial notion in two ways. First, narrated memories
should not be understood as strictly discursive ways of
knowing. Second, we emphasise that writing and telling
are always material-discursive practices, and understand-
ing the full potentiality and affectual capability that lie in
things and matter is still often under-researched in oral
history tradition. This is even more apparent in the study
of childhood memories.

As Pauliina Rautio and Joseph Winston argue, children
often sustain openness to their material environment and
thus relate to it in creative rather than fixed ways.* This
means that children especially take into account the more-
than-human elements in their daily environment through
doing and being. Consequently, our research does not
only ask what things or matter are, but also how they are
in memory narratives. We acknowledge that sources and
mementos, for example, are commonly used in narratives,
but their affectual potentiality requires a closer analysis.
In our empirical analysis, we trace sites of memory and
the ways through which material-discursive understanding
of childhood events and the evacuation experience in
general are narrated, the kinds of roles matter assumes in
narrated memories and the points and moments of
human-matter interaction. By adding these views to the
analysis of narrated memories, it is possible to understand
how the narrated memories and matter interact.

Materialisation of memories in written
narratives

In the written narratives of Karelian child evacuees,
sources and mementos function as sites of memory.
Source is a general term for the documents and literature
which the writers use in order to construct their narratives
about the childhood evacuation. Sources and mementos
represent and evoke past events and places. Sources,
defined loosely, can be personal such as old photographs
or letters, or they can be similar to the sources used by
professional historians such as references to literature
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about war history. Sources are frequently used in written
accounts to give detailed information about dates and
place names. Mementos are the concrete objects which
the writers refer to in their accounts.”* Sources and
mementos serve manifold and sometimes similar func-
tions in the practices of memory and in written and oral
narrating, and as such reflect sites of memory in opera-
tion.

The first function of sources is to give the narrative
more credibility. When an exact time, place or name is
given in the source, it serves to convince and provide
evidence of a ‘true’ experience.* Second, the utilisation of
sources aims at showing the collective nature of past events,
memories and narrating. Exact dates, named places and
events suggest the relatedness of subjective experiences,
locating them inside shared histories and fixing them to
known geographical locations.? Journey routes and the
sites of homes are often specified in the narratives of the
Karelian evacuees, and events relating to particular loca-
tions are concurrently aimed at situating precise moments
in time.> Named places, events and exact dates are nodes
of meaning that attract other memories and narratives.
They have gathering power and the potential to act as
collective points of reference in the narrative and in
memory.* Third, sources function as tools for organising
memory and narration. They provide writers with a point
of reference or a basic structure, to which they can attach
their own memories and build a narrative about the past.
Eini, born in 1930, uses several kinds of sources, including
books and letters, in the construction of the narrative of her
evacuation journey:

The family, which this narrative is about, lived before
the wars in the Konnitsa village of Pyh&jarvi in the
county of Viipuri. According to the church register,
approximately 8,000 people lived in the villages of
Pyhéjarvi, of which 127 families and 661 people lived
in Konnitsa. Konnitsa was the second largest village of
the parish. The parents and grandparents of the nar-
rator lived in Kunnianiemi 2, which was one of the
oldest residential areas. The book, Pyhajarvi of Viipuri
County. Periods in Kannas (1950), written by Impi
Wiikka, MA, uses for example Inkeri Koivusalo’s
study, written in the University of Turku in 1929: The
Area of Lake Pyhd — Lake Kiima in the Parish of
Pyh&jarvi V. 1. Cultural Geographical Report
(manuscript).®

When using history books as sources, Eini’s point of
view and the content of her story are impersonal and
distant.” For example, she refers to herself in the third
person as the ‘narrator’. In this case, the sources provide
her with information she does not otherwise have. Hence,
the sources enable her to recount the broader context of
the evacuation journey. In addition, Eini uses the sources
to form an interpretive framework for her writing. Refer-
ences to the sources guide the reader to interpret the
narrative as a fact-oriented narrative of history. This
example shows that sources do not only add content to
the writing, but they partly define the communicative

function of the writing and the message that the writing
conveys.”® They relate to the writer’s intentions and goals
of presenting the past in a particular manner and in the
selected framework. Thus, Eini constructs her writing like
a historian by using source materials.*

In the following example, the same writer utilises her
father’s letters to construct her narrative about the evac-
uations. Eini had corresponded with her father, who had
to work in a different part of Finland because of the war.
Her father’s letters form the basic structure of the narra-
tive, and her personal observations are often comments
on the letters rather than her personal memories, which,
she confesses, are poor. The letters give her knowledge of
the family’s whereabouts during the evacuations and
explanations for their constant movement. Most impor-
tantly, the letters clearly represent a site of memory. They
are tangible objects supporting and sustaining memories
and narratives, but their significance as sites of memory
is dependent on the memories attached to them, and that
significance relates to the present moment too:*

Most of these wartime letters our father sent to Keuruu
still exist. | have been handing them over to the county
archives of Mikkeli since the mid-1990s, where they
have been indexed and received. | realise that from a
young age | have tried to record the memories of my
own life as well as those of my family during the war. So
I can tell you here that in 1945, when my father and 1
had to separate from the rest of the family because of
school, | went to a bookshop and bought a small note-
book. On its cover, it says: ‘MY FRIENDS’. Arts —
Helsinki. Tilgmann PLC [name of the publisher of the
‘My friends’ notebook].**

The example shows firstly that the father’s letters func-
tion as rhetorical tools supporting the writer’s authority
and agency as someone who can and does tell us about
the past. Secondly, it very clearly indicates how the
father’s letters have a role in explaining features of Eini’s
personality, especially related to reminiscing and history
telling. She underlines how she already understood that
she was living in historical times, making her experiences
during wartime important enough to document. This
example provides a central clue as to how matter and
narrative interact. The evacuation narrative, together with
the sources that the writer uses, builds a meta-narrative,
a story about telling a story about her personal past. In
addition, the interaction between the narrative and the
source materials creates a continuum between the writer’s
self in the past and in the present. In this case, the different
sources represent the family members who were physically
away at the time the account describes. As inter-linking
agents, the narrative and the sources embody distant
family members in memory by including them into Eini’s
narrative about the evacuation. The writing does not only
contain her personal experiences, but through this linkage
of matter and memory, it also becomes a narrative of
family bonds and togetherness.

Mementos are metonymical objects, which means that
they are parts of a greater whole. For the Karelian evac-






ORAL HISTORY @50 ‘The interplay of memory and matter: narratives of former Finnish Karelian child evacuees’ by Anna-Kaisa Kuusisto-Arponen and Ulla Savolainen 6

uees, mementos represent and constitute Karelia, their
home and the evacuation journey. For another writer,
Anna, born in 1929, a lilac cutting represents both her
home in Karelia and the moment of leaving that home as
her evacuation journey begins:

On the verge of tears, | looked [...] at my blossoming
garden once more, maybe for the last time. Lilacs had
just blossomed and | had taken one fragrant cutting
with me as a memento of my home. I had that cutting,
dried and pressed, as a memento for many decades,
until it disappeared in the course of time.*

This excerpt is an example of how a memento operates
as a site of memory, in which the intersection of two
different logics of narration — syntagmatic chaining and
paradigmatic grouping — unfolds. When the writer
proceeds to a certain point in the syntagmatic plot of the
evacuation narrative, the point at which the lilac cutting
—the memento — appears, she paradigmatically associates
that with later times. These later times belong to the same
narrative about Anna’s evacuation journey because they
relate to the very same memento, the lilac. The material
object, the memento, continues its agency because of the
interplay between the narrative and matter, even though
the actual lilac cutting no longer has any material pres-
ence. This demonstrates the affectual capacity that matter
carries, even at the time the material object itself has
become immaterial.

Former Karelian evacuees also create and discover
places through mementos when they visit the sites of their
former homes decades after the wars. It is very common
for evacuees to bring back home, for instance, items such
as sand, stones or plant roots and cuttings from Karelia
to remind them of their old home. Intriguingly, the trans-
portation of these objects is not only one-way traffic, as
Karelian evacuees may also bring objects from Finland to
Karelia. A woman writer called Raisa, born in 1927,
writes:

I had with me two pairs of my mother’s shoes, which |
left there. Imagine how happy | was. | said Mother does
not need her shoes anymore but they are stepping
around there in our home garden, even though she
never got back there herself.*

This extract clearly illustrates how matter (two pairs of
shoes) and the narrative have mutual performative agen-
cies. First, the shoes are used as a way to convince the
reader that the writer’s mother, who had already passed
away, had once walked on Karelian home soil. Then, the
shoes acquire a different agential feature: they return to a
particular place. This way, Raisa feels that part of her
mother returns to this place, even though that was never
possible during her lifetime. Further, the two pairs of
shoes continue their agential performative role when Raisa
claims that the shoes are stepping around the garden. The
narrative and the shoes act as mutually agential. This
process has a personal meaning as it reasserts the family’s
connection with the place of home in the lost Karelia, but

it is also political. The affectual link between the narration
and the shoes aims symbolically at reconquering the site
of home and memory.

Affects, emotions and bodily memories in oral
narratives

The evacuation journey, places of refuge, the return to
Karelia, the second evacuation and adjustment to a new
home form the basic syntagmatic structure for the oral
interviews. The narrators’ descriptions of the home, land-
scape and village or town where they lived during their
childhood in Karelia were usually very vivid. Frequently,
the details of the lived places, including non-human
features such as farm animals or plants, were put in place
through the cartographic mindscape of the childhood
environment. These multiple familial sites of memory form
the most intimate socio-spatial spheres of belonging —
what Edward S Casey’s terms ‘thick places’.* In the inter-
views, these were the sites that were said to be missed the
most during the evacuation and even after decades of
permanent settlement within the current borders of
Finland. Thus, these sites carry the embodied sense of
place, familiarity and the particular unity of self and place,
in other words being in the world. Aino, who was four
years old at the beginning of the Winter War, spoke of her
memories of Karelia in this way:

Anna-Kaisa: When you think of your home in Karelia,
what comes to your mind first?

Aino: | think it’s related to buildings... and, well, land-
scape too, because the cellar was a bit further away, on
the other side of the road. And then there was this little
hill and a beautiful birch forest. When | was a child, 1
often walked in that small forest and there were wild
strawberries there in the spring and | also collected
those small birch leaves... Oh, but it can’t have been
[spring] because you wouldn’t have had strawberries
yet... Anyhow, | used to take those leaves and with my
thumb, squashed the strawberries onto them and imag-
ined they were my strawberry pies. Things like that have
somehow stayed in my mind. And so the garden and our
house, those are in my memories... and the sheep in the
pen.*

The quotation illustrates how the daily environment
and places of play have become embodied through
walking, wondering, touching, seeing, sensing and being.
This embodied knowledge of place is a crucial element in
all the narrations of the former Karelian child evacuees.
As this example demonstrates, Aino, now an elderly
person, simultaneously reflects on her memory of child-
hood strawberry picking and her present understanding
of when the strawberries actually grow, realising that her
situating of the memory in time is not accurate. Through
her bodily experience she clearly recalls how the event
happened; yet the temporal confusion does not alter the
significance of the experience. This is the way through
which bodily senses and tactile memories support the
narrativisation and discursive production of sites of
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memory, even though absolute time, historical facts or
other contextual features might not do so. Embodied
knowledge disentangles from the restrictions of factual
reality and the narration transforms the mindscape as a
site of memory.

On the other hand, the actual evacuation journey and
temporary residences were often described in a very differ-
ent, more vague, tone. This social and spatial ambiguity
should not be seen as an ontological condition of partic-
ular places, but it was born out of the often chaotic jour-
neying, and the experience of forced displacement and the
traumatic events of war. In addition, the narrators
frequently described how during the evacuation they often
found it difficult to feel a sense of belonging, which some-
times continued for years after their permanent resettle-
ment. So it is not only, as Cameron Duff argues, that such
‘thin places offer nothing to hold the self in place’, but that
in these situations the self is actively protected by engaging
in practices of not belonging.* This clearly indicates that
spatial being is formed in the interconnections of affectiv-
ity, body and material practices. The choice of not belong-
ing is an affectual emotive-spatial practice because it
invokes action potential to respond to the multiple and
contradictory feelings arising from the evacuation.* In
what follows, we discuss how this kind of action potential
of the body, together with several memory practices, are
at the core of making, discovering and narrating the sites
of memory.

In oral narratives, matter and things are used in a
similar manner to written narratives: to witness, support,
frame and present something that was not present at the
time. Below, we introduce two more ways in which things
and matter have agential features in many narrated
memories: affectual capability and emotional surprise.
First, we discuss the agential and affectual capabilities of
matter. The following extract illustrates how a laundry
basket creates affectual ties between two young Karelian
brothers fleeing the war in 1939:

So she [mother] had packed a kind of laundry basket
and filled it with... whatever it was. We children didn’t
know what it was then. Then she had wrapped a thick
sheet around it and zigzagged a laundry rope around
it. And then our mother told us: ‘You boys take care of
this basket, no matter what happens. Remember that
you carry this basket! | will take care of your little sister
and my handbag, and you will not take your hands off
the basket in any event.” Then, at night we left to get to
the Korpioja train station. | dragged the basket along
with my brother. We took it with us to an army truck
even though it was a bit tough because there were so
many people. When we got to the station, everything
was totally dark. Then there were some men with
torches because lighting a fire was forbidden [due to
the threat of air bombings]. They showed us the way.
Then one of these station men saw my brother and me
dragging this basket. The man told us: ‘That thing
won’t fit into the cattle van’. He took the basket and
threw it down the hill. Well... but we had promised our
mother that we would take it, take care of it... After the

man had walked away, we rushed down the hill and
dragged the basket back onto the platform. Then there
was this rather big lady at the door of the van who very
kindly helped us to lift the basket into the train. So,
that’s how we got it with us.*®

The laundry basket acts as a more-than-human
encounter in this narrated memory. Tapio (who was nine
years old at the beginning of the Winter War) and his
brother took care of the basket because they were loyal to
their mother. Loyalty is the conscious effect that makes
the boys carry the basket, rush after it when it is thrown
off the platform and try to wrestle it back to the evacuation
train. There are also other agential features. In the narra-
tive, the basket is a paradigmatic feature that bridges the
fragments of the memory of the evacuation. Through the
bodily work that was required to carry the basket, Tapio
organises the past, lived experience. In a way, the he is
thinking with the basket.* This type of material-discursive
imagery is frequently used in oral narratives.

The human-matter agential power becomes even more
obvious a bit later in the narrative when the basket reap-
pears. This time the basket keeps the boys together when
they suddenly find themselves momentarily separated
from their mother. When the evacuation situation turns
chaotic because of an air raid alert, the basket still needs
to be taken care of. As one boy cannot carry it alone, the
basket actively ties the boys together, forming the broth-
ers-basket agential unit. Thus, the laundry basket is not a
passive element. The basket becomes a connecting feature,
a comforting object that requires bodily work. It is an
affectual element in the event and in the narration of that
event. Tapio continued:

But then suddenly the sirens started to wail... Through
loudspeakers, they shouted that everybody has to take
cover. | remember myself with that laundry basket, and
I didn’t know where our mother had gone, because we
couldn’t see anything in the darkness. We’d seen a
bridge a bit further on and so my brother and I decided
to go there. So we dragged the laundry basket along
with us and went under the bridge to hide. And only
when the danger was over did we go looking for our
mother.*

The extract above does not mention fear, but confu-
sion. It illustrates how the laundry basket and the brother
were with Tapio at that moment of time, and this way the
confusion was resolved. Hiding under the bridge and
taking the basket there became the vital task for the broth-
ers. The narrative recollection of this moment is based on
the material performativity that enables Tapio and the
researcher to discursively visit those vivid events of the
evacuation.

The final defining feature that things and matter have
in narrated memories is their quality of emotional
surprise. In the following example, Oiva, who was four-
teen years old at the time of the second evacuation in
1944, was travelling with his father. Among the very
detailed descriptions of the actual journey to their place
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of refuge, he mentions several times how they lacked food
and felt hungry. In the interview, there is an intense
emotional episode starting with Oiva explaining how he
had tried to convince the staff at the train station to make
a phone call to their next stop and inform them that the
evacuees needed something to eat. At this point he tells us
how rude the adults were for not listening to him. He then
continues describing the evacuation journey, but all of the
events he takes up relate to hunger. Oiva explains how
they were eventually given some pea soup and bread: ‘We
had to walk about ten minutes from the station and then
there was this basement where they had made soup and
bread, but had no butter though. It tasted so good.’
Even though the narrative about the evacuation
journey seems to be grounded on the syntagmatic chain-
ing of being on the move from A to B, the following
episode illustrates that actually hunger and its emotional
burden operate as a trigger and are used as a tool for the
paradigmatic grouping of the narrative. This becomes
painfully evident during a few minutes of the interview:

[Oiva and his father had met a former soldier and let
him ride in the horse cart with them].

Oiva: My father was looking at the bag and asked:
‘What have you got in that bag?’ ‘Some food, why do
you ask?’, the other man replied. My father said that we
hadn’t got any food, that everything was gone. At that
point the man threw his bag to us and said: ‘I’ve got
some bread and butter here’. He had this enormous
round loaf of bread. [Shows with his hands and imitates
putting butter on the bread.] This is how he took half of
the bread and put butter on it. It was the best... I've ever
had... [he begins to cry; a twenty second silence in the
recording].

Anna-Kaisa: So these are still very strong, these memo-
ries?

Oiva: Yes, | can’t help myself... | can’t do anything
about this... | can’t handle it [he speaks and cries].

Anna-Kaisa: And you shouldn’t have to. These emotional
memories are the kind of things that quite often stay in
your life and affect it very much.

Oiva: Yes, so itis. So many things and recollections have
returned to my mind [still crying]. | haven’t got rid of
them like... and sometimes these things come from
somewhere. This kind of journey, we have come this far,
we have come here. That really hurts me so so much and
that’s why I’'m not able to laugh at it. That’s something
this journey has done to me... [he speaks very quietly].**

It was not the actual travelling or being on the move
that distressed Oiva the most, but the constant hunger that
he had felt as a young boy. The intensity of the emotional
experience was still surprising to him. These kinds of
emotional episodes affect the flow of oral narratives and
quite often redirect the discursive practice. In this manner,

things, matter and emotions are entangled with the discur-
sive and create space for surprising elements and unex-
pected explanations for using particular analogies that
appear repeatedly in the narration. The illustration above
is an excellent example of bodily and situational memories
that cannot be actively recalled, but surface involuntary.*
These kinds of intrusive and inexplicable memories of
forced displacement have affected some child evacuees’
later life and orientation to other meaningful places, sites
and events.” Thus, it is even more important to under-
stand the narratives of childhood evacuation in two ways:
as having both discursive-material and affectually embod-
ied implications for subjective and collective memory
practices.

Conclusions: alliance of memory and matter

In this article we have analysed the written and oral narra-
tives of former Karelian evacuated children. In the field
of oral history and narrative research, there has been a
great deal of interest in the interactive nature of narrated
memories. This means that the narratives are products of
a dialogue between the narrator and the interviewer (or
audience of a sort), and that they always relate to other
narratives and interpretations of history.** Here, we have
expanded the above argument and illustrated that socio-
spatial sense making, thinking about and reflecting on
childhood memories of evacuation are not exclusively
based on discursive understanding and knowledge
production in social encounters between individuals.* We
propose that narrated memories are always material-
discursive. Discourses do not only affect matter, but
matter also has an agential role in narrated memories.

We have shown how things and matter intra-act with
the narratives of memory. In practice, this meant tracing
the events and episodes in the narratives that utilised non-
human, material and immaterial features in the construc-
tion of memories. We found that former Karelian child
evacuees used matter in various ways in their narrativi-
sation. Sometimes they referred to additional sources
only as a way to prove the historical accuracy of some
event. On other occasions, evacuees treated things and
matter as human-like participants or engaged affectually
with them. This notion is not only restricted to memory
work related to childhood experiences. However, it may
more frequently occur in such settings because the frame
of childhood brings elements of playfulness into narra-
tions, even in the case of now-adult narrators recounting
their war and evacuation memories. Moreover, playful-
ness is one way to act back to the world and challenge
the current state of things. Therefore, childhood memo-
ries are never separable from the particular moment in
the present.

We have shown that there are six ways the material-
discursive intra-actions appear in narrated memories.
First, things and matter are used to witness how, when
and in which way history happened, according to the
narrator. Second, they provide an interactive frame that
promotes both the creation of the narrative and the inter-
pretation of the narrative as a certain kind of account of
the past. Third, they represent something that was
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missing when the event took place or later at the time of
the telling or the writing. In this way they confirm the link
between the past and the present. Fourth, they give struc-
ture to the narrative. Fifth, matter is mutually agential and
performative in narrated memories; and sixth, matter
carries affectual and emotional capabilities that may
create surprises in narratives.

We suggest that by focusing on discursive-materialities
and by adapting new methodologies in the research of

Eating and resting on
the evacuation
journey. Photo: SA-
Kuva/Finnish
Wartime Photograph
Archive.

narrated memories, we attain deeper understanding of the
affectual dynamics of remembering, telling and writing,
and can create new openings in oral history research. It
becomes possible analytically to demonstrate how
narrated memories are in constant flux, and that narrators
and the events need to be seen as simultaneously human
and more-than-human encounters. As our article shows,
this means that narrated memories create an interplay with
matter and things.
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